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	1. Prologue

….. "we shouldn't".

Resting my forehead against his, I looked into Dimitri's molten chocolate eyes, seeing his sympathy for me but also his caring. While I might never know just how he felt about me, that he _had_ feelings I now knew was undeniable.

Unbidden, another tear started to roll down my face as I realised the depth and futility of my love for him. "No, Roza" he whispered, brushing the teardrop aside gently with his thumb. He pulled me beside him, cradling me in his arms with my head against his chest. "Please don't cry" he murmured, his lips pressing against my hairline, his hand gently stroking my hair and back.

Closing my eyes I nestled into him, feeling the warmth of his arms and the comforting beat of his heart. Despite my fears about the darkness, and my sadness, I could feel myself slowly calming – reassured by his physical contact. I really _couldn't_ do this without him.

Feeling the tension leave me, Dimitri murmured "That's better, Roza". As always, hearing him use his pet name for me made me smile. Lifting my head to face him, I gave him a wan smile. "You know, I love it when you call me Roza" I admitted shyly, quickly nuzzling my head back in to the safety of his sweat shirt before he had a chance to reply. "A beautiful rose" he mumbled, pulling me closer. Still rubbing my back, he rested the side of his face on the top of my head for a moment, breathing in deeply before turning to place feather-light small kisses on the top of my head. "My beautiful, beautiful Roza" he whispered into my hair.

Fearing he might stop, I didn't reply other than moving my head slightly towards his chest. Inhaling deeply, I was suddenly immersed in his scent. Familiar from our many training sessions, his deodorant had a slight pine fragrance - which always reminded me of snow and Christmas. But underneath that I could smell _him_. It was so primal and manly, and so damned sexy, that without me realising a small sigh escaped me. I could feel his lips pause for a moment, and then continue kissing my hair. Not stopping to think too hard about it, I leaned in and kissed his chest.

His grey workout shirt was soft from many washes and felt smooth against my lips. Inhaling his manly scent again, I placed a second kiss on his chest and then a third beside it. "Oh Roza" he moaned, using his hand to bring my chin up to face him. Looking at me for a moment, he leaned in and placed the lightest, softest kiss on my lips. The feeling was amazing! It was like all the blood in my body raced to the parts of us which were touching, and that was all I could feel. "Dimitri" I sighed, leaning in to return his kiss.

Gently our lips joined again, and I closed my eyes to let the sensations wash over me. Without breaking our delicate contact, Dimitri lifted me up to sit across his lap. One hand in my hair, he rubbed my back with the other – sending little shocks across every part of me he touched. Everything felt so intense – it was hard to believe that such tantalizing kisses and touches could elicit such a response! Pulling back for a moment, I looked into those beautiful brown eyes and saw his lips turn up in a soft smile. Smiling myself, I wrapped my arms around him and eagerly returned my lips to his, pressing my breasts against his chest.

Inside my blood was churning. Everything was about his touch and my need. His kisses were becoming firmer and more urgent, and opening my lips to sigh, his tongue slipped in and found mine. Stroking my tongue against his, a small growl of satisfaction rose in his throat.

His hands were wandering freely across me, now – one hand playing with my hip and the other rubbing the base of my spine. One of my hands slipped under his shirt. I was finally freely touching his magnificent back! The reality was even better than anything I'd imagined. Firm and muscled, his skin was smooth and without blemish. Starting at the back of his neck, I lightly ran my nails downwards. Dimitri's lips left mine and he threw his head back, biting his lower lip then moaning thickly "God yes!". His accent was so much thicker than usual, and the sound of it made something deep and carnal clench in my lower belly.

Moving my hand to his front I tugged his sweat shirt up – wanting free access to the front of his chest as well. In one swift motion, Dimitri had it over his head and threw it roughly aside – landing somewhere in the vicinity of the cabin door. Grabbing mine he disposed of it with equal fervour. Looking over, I realised he'd locked the door when we'd come in – no doubt in an attempt to slow me down if I'd tried to run. NO chance of me trying to run now, comrade! And with the way this encounter was heading, it was reassuring to know with the door locked from the inside, we'd not be unduly disturbed!

Looking back to him, I saw him looking at my chest with open appreciation. Thanks to my own laziness, today found me wearing an underwire black cotton bra with lace trim. Not sexy lingerie, by any means, but a distinct step up from one of my white-turned-grey thanks to frequent washing crop-top sports bras I'd be wearing had I bothered to do my laundry for the week. A poor choice for the training and laps I did each morning, this bra was my last choice and usually reserved for social events. However needs must, and I was grateful that his first look at me in underwear had me in something that showed my curves to advantage.

Shifting me off his lap, he quickly moved us back so we were lying down facing one other on the bed. Closing his eyes he leaned down and buried his face between my breasts, kissing them and stroking my left breast through the taut cotton fabric. His stubble was rubbing against me, causing my already over sensitized skin to throb. Murmuring endearments in half English, half Russian he pulled me towards him, draping a long leg between mine. My hands knotted in his hair, head thrown back moaning as he ravaged my breasts, I felt his fingers find my nipple through the fabric and squeeze it hard at the same time as he pushed his hardness against my hip.

Oh my God he was huge! While I was hardly an expert on the male member, between Lissa's sometimes overabundant descriptions, and those from a few of the other girls, I knew enough to realise Dimitri was indeed blessed. His cock pressed against me, his hands and mouth on my breasts, a surge of pleasure raced through my body to between my legs. Rocking my hips to rub my side against his length, I was rewarded with a sharp bite to the top of my breast, along with a grunt of gratification from my Russian God.

Knowing I'd be marked tomorrow was arousing. While my heart had been his for some time now, this was one battle I'd proudly bear the marks from! Even if I couldn't show or tell anyone, it seemed significant that I'd be sporting evidence of his passion on the skin above the heart which held such love for him.

His hand behind my back, I felt the clasp on my bra come undone before he pulled it away from my swollen breasts with his teeth. Sliding the straps quickly over my arms I threw it in the vague direction of our sweat shirts. Free and unfettered, my full breasts were on display for his enjoyment. My plump nipples already hard as he quickly took one between his skilled fingers and the other between his lips. Bliss followed as he suckled and lightly bit one nipple, giving the other similar attention with his long fingers. "Don't stop!" I gasped, continuing to rock my hips against his hard shaft. "My beautiful Roza," he drawled, his mouth pressed against my breast, his voice thick with desire and promise. "I assure you, I've only just started!"

Between my legs I could feel my sensitive parts throb - my sodden underwear and track pants rubbing against my swollen slit in a very unsatisfying way. My breath coming in ragged gasps, all I could think about was how much I needed him. Needed him _there._ Squirming beside him, I positioned myself so that each rock of my hips pushed the side of my hip against his swollen manhood and my wet folds against his leg. The relief, while far from complete, was instantaneous – drawing loud cries of delight from me.

Dimitri lifted his head from my breasts and chuckled. "Are you wanting something, my love?" he teased, pushing his leg hard against my pulsing core. Bringing my eyes to his, I could see his unabashed desire. "Are you _needing?_" he continued, emphasising the final word suggestively. With a whimper I nodded. "I need you, Dimitri." I confessed "Please!".

Pride, happiness and hunger spread across his face in quick succession. If I'd had any doubt about his desire for me, it was now firmly quashed. Gazing in to his beautiful eyes, I felt enveloped in his ache. His need for me was every bit as great as mine for him. With a glorious smile he brought his lips to mine. "As you wish, my darling" he whispered, running his fingers down my naked torso, across the waistband of my track pants, to rest on top of my mound – a delicious tingle following in their wake. "I want to give you so much pleasure" he said, rubbing my slit through the wetness of my clothes.

His heady kisses combined with the pressure so close to my centre was devastating. My hips brought themselves up to his welcome touch, moans emanating from deep within as his tongue fought against mine. He started thrusting his tongue into my mouth with the same tempo that he was rubbing my crotch. The correlation was hard to misunderstand – as he claimed the hot, wet cavity of my mouth, I was getting more and more desperate for him to do the same with another!

"Please!" I begged. "PLEASE Dimitri!". He didn't answer other than intensifying the thrusting of his tongue and his finger's ministrations at my nether region. He continued for what seemed like hours, but in reality it wasn't long before my needy whimpering alerted him that my want was still present, and rather than abating it was more urgent than ever. Kneeling beside me on the bed, he deftly undid the tie at the waistband of my track pants. In one fell swoop he had them off me, underpants and all. His gaze upon me was searing - his dark eyes molten with lust. While I'd always slightly envied girls with the Moroi tall, slim physique - at this moment my love's swollen lips, hooded eyes and appreciative gaze made me happy my Dhampir genes had blessed me with pendulous breasts, a slim waist and bountiful hips. Opening my legs slightly, I saw him swallow and lick his lips in anticipation.

"You too, comrade" I suggested – looking to his still clothed lower half. His glorious chest and 6-pack were bare and covered in a light sheen of sweat. But it was the snail trail starting beneath his belly button which had me intrigued just now. I wanted to see him. ALL of him. I wanted nothing between his body and mine. Inclining his head in acquiescence, he pulled the tie at his waist band and slowly slid his pants down, pulling his boxers with them. Stepping off the bed he kicked them to one side.

Oh. My. Fuck!

Naked he was at least 50 times more amazing than any of the many dreams I'd had about him. His muscled broad shoulders tapered down to his hips, and lowering my gaze I saw his turgid cock arising from a patch of thick dark hair. Beneath this his sack hung heavy – tempting me to reach out and stroke it. Running my eyes up and down him, I couldn't take my eyes off his glory. He was truly God-like.

Raising my eyes to his, I witnessed the end of a similar sort of appraisal of myself. While he did devote a reasonable amount of time to admiring my breasts, I couldn't help but notice that it was my wet inner thighs and slit which seemed to be receiving the bulk of his attention.

Lowering himself back onto the bed beside me he drew me in to a slow yet oh-so-hot kiss. His hand stroking the side of my face, he trailed it slowly down the centre of my body – finally resting it on the top of my mound. His supple fingers were so so close and I was mentally begging him to put them to use appeasing my longing. Gently moving his hand downwards, he scissored his fingers, deftly opening my saturated lips. Finally his fingers found my swollen nub, and he started slowly stroking me in a circular motion.

"YES!" I shrieked, completely losing control in excitement. There was a path of fire pulsating across my skin, ending at my clit. Burning hot where his bare body pressed firmly against mine, he was FINALLY where I'd wanted, _needed_ him for so long. From here there would be no turning back. Touching me in my most intimate place, I knew he was going to claim me for his own. MAKE me his in a way no other man had. Escalating our kiss, he plunged his tongue into my willing mouth – simultaneously guiding his index finger between my swollen lips and into my core.

"Dimitri!" I sobbed into his mouth, rocking my hips against his fingers – one stroking my sensitive nub, another deep inside me. "YES!".

His fingers continued their assault, one digit quickly joining the first as he slipped in and out of my wetness. Quickening the pace with his fingers he pulled back to look into my eyes. "I want to make you scream with delight" he smiled. With every stroke my need for him became greater. He slid a third finger inside me, yet still it was not enough. I needed HIM. "NOW, Dimitri. PLEASE!"

He withdrew his hand – leaving me immediately wanting. Positioning himself on top of me and between my legs, he pushed his cock flat against my slit, rubbing it up and down. I could feel my juices rubbing on to him.

"Do you want me to stop, Roza?" he asked, his voice thick with desire. "No" I gasped in return.

"I will stop at any time, if you want me to" he promised lovingly.

I was rocking my hips furiously against him – trying to bring the tip of his cock in line with my waiting pussy – all to no avail. Stopping was absolutely the LAST thing on my mind just now.

"So - do you want me to continue?" he whispered.

By now I was virtually inarticulate with want. Frantically nodding, I could barely get out "Please!"

He brought his lips to mine and after kissing me deeply quietly asked "Would you like me to go _further_, Roza?"

I managed to nod and gasp a desperate "YES!"

Reaching between his legs I felt him grasp his shaft and slide the head up and down my lips, coating it in my juices. Rubbing against my opening, me looked into my eyes and slowly pushed himself inside me.

The feeling was immediate. I felt full - stretched even. With only the head inside my pussy, I had NO idea how I was going to accommodate the rest of him. Yet despite the pressure, it felt wonderful, too. Like a part of me I had only just realised was missing was now finally complete. I smiled up at him, raising my lips to kiss along his jaw and neck. He pulled out of me ever so slightly then slid in just that little further. A weird sensation, but certainly not without pleasure. He did it again and then again.

"God – you're so tight and so so wet" he told me. "You feel amazing!".

Knowing I was giving him pleasure added immeasurably to mine. When he slid into me the next time, I raised my hips slightly to meet his.

Suddenly I felt his slow push forward stop. It was like he'd come across an invisible barrier inside me. That's when I realised it was my hymen. Looking at me with an unspoken question in his eyes, I nodded. He kissed me passionately and with a single sharp thrust tore through my maidenhood. I felt searing pain and then warmth as blood from his victory moistened my already wet core.

I cried out. Partly in pain but partly in joy. It hurt – oh yes it hurt – but I'd given myself heart and soul to my man. And now my beautiful Russian God had claimed my body as his own.

"ROZA!" he moaned, easing himself further inside me. My pain was quickly being replaced by pleasure. He slipped his hand down to my nub and stroked it lightly, eliciting excited murmurs of ecstasy from me as he continued rocking his hips against mine. Finally I heard and felt a thwack as his sack slapped against my butt. Reaching down, I realised he was in me. ALL of him was in me! He might be a God, but at that moment I felt like a Goddess!

Moving my hands to clutch his butt, I could feel his muscles tense as he slid his cock in and out. I moved my hips up a little – giving him deeper access. "Aaagh!" I screamed as his shaft slid deeper inside me. "YES BABY GIRL!" Dimitri cried, pounding me even harder.

With his thrusts getting faster and deeper, I could feel myself getting closer to losing control. "Please don't stop!" I pleaded with him, feeling the tension inside me build. "HARDER!" I begged – knowing I was only moments away from cumming. He hooked one of my legs up over his shoulder and then the other. Looking deep into my eyes, his jaw tensed in determination, he slammed his cock into me one, twice, three times – ramming in to my sweet spot before plunging deeper than ever before.

"_Third time's the charm_" I thought to myself with a giggle, as I felt myself explode around him. It was like a red-hot fire started in my pussy and quickly spread to the rest of my body- burning everything in its path. Slumping incoherent back into the mattress, I could feel Dimitri grab my hips, make one or two desperate final thrusts before he, too, found his release. I could feel my walls gripping him, milking his cock for his hot wet seed. His cock was pulsing in response – pumping his load inside me. "Yes! YES!" he shouted, slipping my legs from his shoulders before falling spent on top of me.

Sweaty, our breath ragged and hearts pounding, we lay together as one. Relaxed and complete. Finally satiated by our love making, we could lie together in absolute satisfaction. His face beside mine, I kissed him gently, watching as he slowly came down from his orgasm-induced high. He returned my kisses gently, rolling over and gently withdrawing from me.

Reaching over, he pulled up the edge of the blanket we lay upon, wrapping one side around me before pulling the edge on his side to completely envelop us in a soft, warm cocoon. His arms around me, safe and joyous after our love making, I nuzzled in to him.

"I love you, Roza" he whispered quietly.

"I know," I whispered back, kissing him ever so gently. "I love you too, Comrade!"


	2. Ch 1 - Reality Bites

The last six weeks had been nothing short of torture. Dimitri had finally told me he loved me, and we'd made love in a cabin in the woods on the outer boundaries of campus. It was everything I could have hoped and more. He'd made me his in every way, and lying in his arms afterwards was the single happiest moment of my life. We'd kissed, talked, laughed, cuddled, made love again, dozed and finally got dressed and gone back to campus and reality.

Reality bites!

While in my heart there'd been a seismic shift in our relationship, to everyone else we were still Guardian Belikov and Miss Hathaway. Mentor and student. And if he wanted to keep his job, and if I wanted to graduate, it had to stay that way. Every day we'd meet and train, and every day I would force myself to pretend he was just another teacher, not the love of my life. Dimitri maintained his cool yet slightly detached Guardian façade, giving no hint of what had happened between us. It was maddening! In fact it was more than maddening, it was confusing. I had thought us finally acting on our feelings would alleviate my anxiety and uncertainty, but it seemed to have only magnified it.

I knew I was being a total cranky bitch to Lissa, Christian and our friends - but I just couldn't help it. I couldn't tell anyone, even Lissa, about what had happened, and each day that passed found me more distressed. If only Dimitri would give me a sign or a word, but he didn't. He was professional but nothing more. He also seemed to be avoiding me – not attending social events I would have normally expected him to, or not meeting my eye or coming over when he did. I was starting to wonder whether maybe what had happened between us hadn't been as important to him as it was to me. He wouldn't be the first man to use love to get sex.

Our training sessions were getting more and more intense as I worked at funnelling my muddled feelings elsewhere. While it was doing my technique the world of good, the same could not be said about my heart. Looking at the determined set of his jaw today as we sparred, I could feel the tears rising to my eyes. Maybe I _had_ been just a conquest to him? It had been a month and a half and he'd not shown me any sign he still loved me. Suddenly I wanted to be anywhere but here in the gym with him, so with a final vicious kick I knocked him to the ground and quickly turned away from him.

"Got somewhere I have to be, Comrade" I said in a voice which sounded off, even to my own ears. Fortunately there was no-one standing close enough to hear the tremble in my voice or see the unshed tears in my eyes. With my back to him I quickly walked towards my gym bag, wanting to get to the safety of the women's change rooms before the tears started rolling.

"Hang on Rose" he called out, jumping up from where I'd sent him crashing. "Give me a hand putting these away, will you?" he asked – drawing along side me carrying some of the equipment we'd been using. I opened my mouth to tell him to jam it, but thought better of it. Without looking at him I grabbed an armful of equipment off him and followed to the store room off the abandoned weights room at the side of the gym.

Dimitri stowed the equipment he was carrying and then mine. Before I could turn to leave, he grabbed my wrist, reaching around me to close the door. Enclosing us within the small storeroom filled with gym equipment, lit only from a small window high up on the wall, he turned me to face him.

"Roza?" he asked. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing" I replied, with an attempt at indifference.

"Roza? Please tell me" he said simply, pulling me into his embrace, kissing my hair.

That's all it took. Raising my face to look at his, my tears erupted, sliding silently down my cheeks. Six weeks of longing and insecurity came to the fore as he held me in his arms.

"Awww sweetheart" he soothed, guessing the cause of my unrest. "I know it's hard. It's killing me too" he sighed, rubbing my back lovingly.

"I wasn't sure if you still wanted me" I said timidly, feeling shy now.

"Roza there will never be a day I don't want you" he assured me, his voice thick with emotion. Lowering his lips to mine he kissed me tenderly "I want you every moment of every day. Never doubt it".

I stood in his embrace, revelling in his touch. Resting my head against his chest, breathing in his smell, I felt like I was home. I needed this man.

"I've missed touching you. Just being able to hold you feels like heaven" I murmured.

Gently releasing me, Dimitri dragged a gym mat up to partially rest against the door before dropping down to sit on it. Grabbing my hand he pulled me down to sit on his lap. Sitting in silence holding one another, I could feel my sadness and doubts slipping away. We sat for five or ten minutes before we both knew it was time to go.

"You go first," Dimitri said quietly. "I'll follow in a bit. And Roza? I love you. With everything I am".

Giving him a devoted kiss I told him "I love you too" before carefully opening the store room door and heading off to the cafeteria for dinner.

Walking in I spotted Lissa and Christian sitting at a table to one side, staring at one another with obvious adoration. However rather than my usual irritation and annoyance, tonight I found it endearing and cute. Loading a plate high with food, I walked over to them, dumping it on the table and sitting down to join them.

"Ewwwwww! Have you showered?" asked Lissa, wrinkling her nose and looking at my rumpled gym gear.

Crap! In my excitement at getting a few minutes alone with Dimitri, I'd forgotten all about showering before coming to dinner.

"Too hungry" I mumbled, my mouth full of food. "I was starving!"

Known for my prodigious appetite, this was completely believable and not even a lie. All the extra effort I'd been putting into sparring sessions was making me ravenous!

"If you're not going to finish that, I'll have it" I continued, reaching out to snag a half finished bowl of chips and gravy from in front of Christian.

"Be my guest" he replied sarcastically, rolling his eyes at Lissa.

Ever the peacemaker, Lissa quickly changed the conversation.

"So are you excited about your field trip tomorrow?" she asked me. "I'd do anything to be doing that this week than exams for Slavic Art!"

I smothered a giggle, quickly disguising it by shoving more food into my already overflowing mouth – earning me a disgusted look from Christian.

The novice field trip was an assessment for Dhampir students. While our other practical assessments were focussed on staking Strigoi and combat skills, the field assessment was all about living skills, particularly living off the land. For the next week I'd be living rough, in a tent if I was _lucky_, working in a small team with other novices to make shelter, find food and water for imaginary Moroi charges. The idea was that once graduated we needed to be able to look after our charges should we ever have to take them on the run or into hiding from Strigoi. The idea of Lissa, meticulous at the best of times, participating in the field trip assessment was amusing.

"Yeah guess so" I muttered. "Hope it's not snow this year. Last year's novices nearly died of exposure" I bitched.

The problem is, no one ever knew where they were going. Every year the Guardians chose a different location and terrain, so it was impossible to prepare. When you got there you'd be given a basic pack and clothing suitable to the climate and area, and that was it. One thing was for sure, it was never anywhere pleasant.

Still – a week off campus, and away from the frustrations of seeing but not being able to touch Dimitri did hold some appeal. I'd still miss him like crazy, of course. As if thinking about him had made him appear, I looked up to see him walking into the cafeteria. In clean clothes, hair still wet from his shower, he looked magnificent. Of course he'd had the presence of mind to shower and change.

Loading his tray with an impossibly large amount of food, he wandered over to stand beside our table. "Good session today, Rose" he said casually. "Your leg work is improving. Best of luck with your field trip tomorrow. Hope you have an enjoyable week."

"Any clues where they're sending me, Comrade?" I asked, mentally cursing myself for not thinking to wheedle it out of him when we were in the store room earlier. As a Guardian and a mentor he'd be bound to know!

"Can't do that I'm afraid Rose" he said with a twinkle in his eyes, taking his tray over to join a group of Guardians at a table further across the room.

Listening to Lissa and Christian chat I finished my meal, and Christian's, resolutely not looking in Dimitri's direction. As the three of us stood to leave, I glanced in his direction his eyes meeting mine. Imperceptible to anyone else, I saw the slightest tug at one corner of his mouth. A smile just for me. It wasn't much, I was longing for _so much more_, but right now it was enough. With a mock salute to him, I left the cafeteria and headed for my dorm room, wanting an early night for the day ahead.


	3. Ch 2 - Worse

For the first night in weeks I'd slept well. I'd pulled my pillow to me, nuzzling in and pretending it was Dimitri. I'd fallen asleep smiling, imagining I was in his arms, replaying his words in my mind '_Roza there will never be a day I don't want you'_.

Up early, I showered - taking the time to wash, dry and then braid my hair. I didn't do it very often, but given I'd be living rough for a week I thought it best to get it up and out of the way. When I had my hair up my molnija marks were clearly visible. Running my fingers across them with a sigh I remembered the horrible cost I'd paid to earn these. Mason had been a good friend, and his death still preyed on my mind. The field activity would not be the same without him.

Packing a few necessities into a small bag I was done. I'd heard from other novices that this was one trip where it paid to pack light. Since Dimitri and I would not be training this morning, there was still half an hour before I was due at the cafeteria for breakfast. Idly wondering what Dimitri would do with his extra hours while I was off campus, I tidied up my room – making my bed, putting away some washing I'd done the week before and straightening some books on my desk. With nothing else to delay me, I locked my door and headed down to breakfast.

The cafeteria was already busy, novices sitting at tables eating and talking excitedly.

"Hey Rose!" Eddie called, spotting me and gesturing for me to join him at a table of novices. "Jake heard it's going to be rainforest this year!" he told me excitedly.

"Nah – I heard it's snow again" butted in Mark, a lanky novice also in our year.

Bet both of them are wrong I thought as I walked over to get a coffee and a couple of chocolate donuts for breakfast. Realising it might be a while before I had another decent feed, I supplemented my selections with a large plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, mushrooms, hash browns, toast and baked beans.

"Sure you've got enough there?" Christian asked sarcastically, having come in with Lissa while I was filling my tray. "They'll have food wherever you're going, you know" he continued.

"Can't be so sure of that," I told him, happily stuffing myself.

Eddie, Jake and Mark seemed to agree, jumping up and taking their trays back for second serves.

"Dhampirs." Christian muttered "Mortal enemy to Strigoi and any full plate of food."

Lissa shot him a disapproving look, although I know she also found the amount of food myself and the other Dhampirs consumed alarming.

"So when are you leaving?" she asked me.

"Any minute now. We're just waiting for the Guardians to arrive."

Right on queue Alberta walked in to the cafeteria, followed by the other senior teachers and guardians. Dimitri was with them – looking handsome as always.

"Novices" Alberta started, the room immediately falling quiet. "We'll be assembling to leave momentarily, however first I need to explain how the week will work. We've changed things a little bit this year. Instead of one location there are four."

THIS was news! An excited murmur ran through the assembled group, Dhampir and Moroi alike. While Moroi students would not be attending the field assessment, it didn't mean they were unaware or disinterested.

"Each novice will be allocated randomly to a location and assigned a Guardian. The Guardian will be your pretend Moroi. You will stay in each location for between 24 – 48 hours, after which you will be transported to your next location where you will be assigned another Guardian".

This was huge! The logistics alone was mind-boggling. I wonder who the Guardians will be? With the number of novices undertaking testing, they must be bringing in extra people from outside.

Looking at Dimitri where he stood, hands behind his back at ease beside the other Guardians, his face remained impassive. No surprises for him here. I couldn't help but feel a surge of annoyance. This must have been in planning for _months_ – the least he could have done is told me! His eyes suddenly meeting mine across the room I shot him a look of irritation. Always the professional he didn't respond, although I swear I saw a flash of amusement flit across his face. Hmmph! Plenty of time to deal with him when I got back, I thought mutinously, studiously ignoring him and concentrating on the rest of Alberta's instructions.

With a final wish of good luck, it was time for us to go. I joined the other students pushing forward to the front of the room where Alberta had hung lists of the initial allocations. Hoping to get an idea of the different terrains, I was disappointed when I saw the groups simply marked Green, Red, Blue and Yellow. Running my eyes down the list I saw I was in the Blue group, along with Eddie and a couple of other pals. Calling out to Eddie, I grabbed my bag and we started towards the campus garages where the Blue group had been told to assemble.

There were 4 black SUVs waiting for us.

"I bags shotgun!" I said, pushing Eddie out of the way and climbing into the first vehicle. Grumbling he and another novice took the back seats. A few minutes later a Guardian I vaguely recognised climbed in to the car. "Might as well get comfy, kids – we'll be driving a while".

"So where are we going?" I asked, feigning nonchalance.

"Somewhere four or five hours away" was the only answer I got, before he started the vehicle and drove towards the long driveway leading off campus. After about 30 minutes I realised we were heading North West. Great. That meant we'd be crossing into Canada and heading into the mountains. Looks like Mark was right, after all. Snow!

One toilet stop later we arrived. As expected, we were in the mountains and while it wasn't snowing at the moment, it sure didn't feel far off it. There were twelve of us in all – and I note not one of us was wearing a jacket. Gathered beside the cars, we stood in front of two large tents. A Guardian I didn't know came out to address us.

"When I am finished talking you will go into the tent on the left. Find your name on the pegs and change into the clothes provided. There is a backpack there with your equipment. Put anything you want to take with you into the backpack. Leave any clothes or equipment you don't want to take on the peg. When you're finished come through to the tent on your right where your Guardian will be waiting". With that he turned and walked back into the right hand tent. Didn't blame him – looked like they had a heater running in there!

Walking into the tent with the other novices, I noticed I was the only girl in the Blue group. Guys severely outnumbered the girls in Guardian training, still I would have expected one or two others in a group of twelve. The realisation seemed to come to a few of the others at the same time. One dude, in particular, seemed to be paying me just a little too much attention as I did a quick stock take of the new backpack and the small bag of things I'd brought. No way I'm changing in front of you, mate, I thought.

Dallying as long as he could, he seemed to finally get the message - walking across to the other tent and leaving me to quickly strip and change into the gear provided. At least the clothing was warmer, I thought grimly. I hated the cold. In fact the only thing worse than being cold was being cold and wet. Yep good chance of that too I thought as a tent flap was whipped open by the wind. Storm clouds were coming in.

This is seriously going to suck, I thought shouldering my backpack and heading to the second tent. Cold and wet and in the mountains. Could this get any worse?

"Miss Hathaway. So nice of you to _finally_ join us." I turned to see the other novices standing in pairs with their allocated Guardians. And in the centre of the room, waiting for me? My MOTHER!


	4. Ch 3 - In the Trees

Yes. Yes apparently it could get worse.

"Yeah well I'm here now, Guardian Hathaway" I grumbled, biting back the more cutting remark I'd been about to make. Since Mason died, Mum had been making an effort. We were still a long way from a picture perfect family, but we were better than we'd been before. Besides, if we were going to spend the next day or two together there was no point antagonising her. I knew first hand how difficult she could make things for me if she had her back up. Mum seemed to have recognised I was trying, the steel glint in her eye softening slightly.

Looking back and forth between us, most of the novices and a good deal of the Guardians looked confused. We certainly didn't look alike. Petite with flaming red hair and the hint of a Scottish accent, Janine Hathaway didn't look much like a Guardian. The formidable number of molnija marks on the back of her neck, however, told a different story.

With a shrug the Guardian who'd addressed us before cleared his throat. "We'll shortly be heading out into the hills. You will be in groups of six – three novices and three Guardians who will be acting as your Moroi. As you can see there is a storm coming in, so your priorities are shelter and food. Your Guardians will not help you with your tasks, however should a genuine emergency occur they will direct you."

With that he split us into groups. Mum and I, Eddie and a Guardian called Mike I recognised from the lower campus at St Vladamir's, plus another novice Blake and a Guardian I didn't recognise. Handing Eddie, Blake and I a map each, he opened the tent flap and gestured us outside.

I was pleased Eddie and I were working together. As well as being good company, he was actually a good student and would be a fine Guardian once he graduated. Blake I was not so thrilled about. Known for being a smart arse, and a bit lazy, I wasn't convinced he'd be an asset to the team.

Quickly surveying the terrain map we could see we'd been allocated a large area to the East of the campsite. Working out the front and rear guards, we started a slow but steady trek towards our region. Eddie was leading, studying the map and using a compass to guide us. Once inside the territory he was keeping an eye out for a suitable place to stop for the evening. I was in the middle, directing the 'Moroi' and collecting thin supple branches I'd use later to make traps to try and catch food. At the rear, Blake was collecting dry wood and tinder as we'd need to make a fire.

True to their role as Moroi, the Guardians were moving at an irritatingly slow pace. While Moroi are typically tall and lean, they don't do anywhere near as much physical training as novices and Guardians – so on a trek like this you would expect them to be slower and probably needing to stop way before Guardians would. Thinking about the distance we'd already travelled, I slowed to ask my mother and the other two 'Moroi' how they were going.

"Tired – we'll need to stop, soon" Mike said. Mum said nothing, but I did catch an approving look in her eyes, and she jotted something down in a notebook she had in her jacket. Think I just scored a point, I thought happily.

Signalling to Eddie with a low whistle, we quickly conferred about needing to find a place to stop sooner rather than later. It was just starting to drizzle, so that was making it more imperative, too. Looking up the mountain we could see a copse of pine trees another 5 minutes walk away. If we camped in the treeline we would have some protection from the wind and rain, and it would also make setting up easier as we could tie our canvass sheeting to the trees rather than digging in tent pegs. Showing the trees to the 'Moroi' and Blake, I explained that we'd be stopping for the night there.

Arriving at the trees we discovered our plan had a lot of merit. Setting up camp amongst the first few lines of trees on one side meant we could use the grove as a very effective windbreak. While it didn't make us any warmer, it was certainly a lot more comfortable. The canopy of the trees also worked quite well protecting us from the worst of the rain and keeping our camp obscured. We'd easily see anyone approaching from the three unwooded sides, whereas they have to be quite close before they'd notice us.

We sprung to work – Eddie and Blake tying a canvas on an angle as a roof between four trees. It was effective at keeping the rain off, giving us a three by four meter dry area in which to set up camp. I set the 'Moroi' to work, clearing the topmost layer of pine needles, pushing it toward the topside of the covered area. It gave us a dry surface under the canvass, but also if it rained heavily during the night the pine needles would act as a dam – preventing any ground water from running down to where we would be resting. Eddie used a hand trowel to dig a pit for a fire. The temperature was dropping, so we had no choice but to light one, even though it would make us more visible to potential predators. By lowering it into the pit a little, and building up the edge on the lower side, we hoped to obscure most of the flames.

Blake and I went to do a thorough reconnaissance of the woods – him collecting more firewood as we walked, while I used the branches I'd collected to make some simple snares. I didn't fancy our chances of catching anything to eat, but it was worth a try. Once I'd finished that I used my field knife to cut some brittle branches from the trees.

"You don't need to do that, you know" Blake said as we came back to camp "I have plenty of kindling for the fire." I knew he was saying it loud enough for the Guardians to hear – obviously trying to make it look like I'd not been doing anything while we were out in the woods.

"This isn't for the fire, Blake" I explained, trying not to sound as though I was talking to a two-year old. "I'm going to put them under pine needles on the floor of the woods. You dig a hollow and rest the stick across it. Then you cover it over with pine needles so it isn't obvious. If something steps there, the stick cracks - giving you a warning".

"You really think we're at risk of Strigoi out here?" Blake blustered, embarrassed at his ignorance being exposed.

"We're at risk of an attack _anywhere_, Blake. If we really did take three Moroi on the run into a mountain range in order to escape an attack, it's not unreasonable to think Strigoi might follow! Besides, I am not sure those snares I set in the woods are going to catch anything for us to eat. The sticks may alert us to larger animals we could kill for food".

Guardian Mike looked impressed, and I had to admit even my mother seemed to have a begrudging look of pride on her face.

The rain was coming down in earnest now, so we huddled under the shelter of the canvas. After a couple of attempts Eddie got the fire going so we instructed our 'Moroi' to sit closest to warm themselves. Mum took her gloves off and warmed her hands, chatting quietly with the Guardian I didn't know. Mike pulled a paperback novel out of his coat and was reading.

Eddie, Blake and I went through our supply bags pulling out our equipment. Some canvas tarpaulins, tent pegs, a few tools, binoculars, rope, a compass, a water flask and a blanket each and some rations. Since we couldn't rely on killing anything to supplement our food supplies, we'd need to carefully allocate what we had. It didn't help that the Guardians wouldn't tell us whether this was a 24 or 48-hour assignment. Pooling everything together, we divided it into quarters. That would allow for one meal tonight, one in the morning, another tomorrow night and another the morning after. Looking at each meagre pile, it didn't look like it would go very far between six people.

It didn't make sense. These assignments were meant to be hard, but not impossible. We wouldn't be able to guard our 'Moroi' unless we had a basic level of food to keep us going, and they needed to eat too. We couldn't just assume it was a 24-hour assignment either. So there must be another source of food out here. Looking at the map there was nothing marked. We weren't close to a river for fish (although there was a well marked – which would have been handy had we not been able to collect rain water to drink). Wracking my brain I kept thinking I was missing something.

"Um Moroi? Do any of you have rations in your bags? We need to pool what we have and allocate it" I asked on a hunch. "Actually can you share _anything_ we're allowed to use in this assignment from your backpacks?"

Mum's eyes lit up, and I knew I'd hit the jackpot.

"Well done, Rose Marie! In a situation like this it pays not to assume anything. Always ask questions!" Mum lectured, still sounding pleased I'd figured it out. Mike, Mum and the other Guardian reached into their backpacks – pulling out a range of food supplies, tools and three warm looking sleeping bags. Pooling their supplies with our own, the meagre supply of food was looking a lot more adequate.

I looked at Eddie. "We should work out the guard roster for the night." I suggested.

"Two on?" he asked with a shrug to Blake and I.

"Yeah that sounds right." I said. "Normally the Moroi would sleep, and there's three sleeping bags, but best to check".

Turning to the Guardians I asked "Will you all be sleeping, or will you also set a guard overnight?"

Again Mum looked impressed. "The Guardians will each take a three hour shift. I will be doing first shift."

Something about the way Mum said it and the way she looked at me seemed, well, almost hopeful. I couldn't swear to it, but I think she might have wanted me to take the first shift too so we could use the time to talk. With a meaningful look at Eddie, flicking my eyes quickly to Blake, I said "OK. I'll do the split".

With nine hours of darkness to cover, us novices would each do six hours of guarding. Two of us would do six hours straight, but the third would do a 'split' shift: guard for three hours, sleep for three, then guard again. It was the most disruptive sleep wise of the guarding duties, so usually the least popular.

"I'll take first shift then, OK?" Eddie said loyally. I think he'd realised I'd want to talk with Mum, and that I might not want Blake overhearing.

"Suits me." said Blake.

The fire now established, Eddie cooked the food while Blake set out containers to collect rainwater for us to store to drink. I placed sticks strategically on the forest floor and checked the snares. Nothing yet, but it was approaching dusk so we might get lucky and snare a wild rabbit.

Coming back to camp we ate our meal – individual ration cans of stew and a ration biscuit each. It wasn't as much as any of us were used to, but it was surprisingly tasty and helped warm us up a little.

Night having now fallen, and the rain falling steadily, Mike, Blake and the other Guardian confirmed their guarding rosters and grabbed a sleeping bag each, curling up around the fire to sleep. Mum, Eddie and I each took a blanket. Eddie sat towards the edge of the trees with his back to the fire – he was keeping watch over the flats outside the patch of trees. Mum sat facing the fire, but on the other side. I sat down beside her, but facing out towards the grove of trees.

"I was surprised to see you here?" I commented hesitantly. I wasn't sure of what else to say. Mum and I didn't have the sort of relationship where conversation came easily.

"When I heard they needed extra Guardians for the testing, I took some leave and signed up." Pausing hesitantly, she continued, "And then I requested to be your Guardian. Rose Marie – there is something I need to tell you."

_**Hope you're enjoying :) I have so many ideas for this story, so I think it might end up a long one! If you have any ideas, suggestions or comments please leave me a review – I love reading them!**_


	5. Ch 4 - Camp Tea

Wow. A DMC with my mother? Have to say, I hadn't seen this coming!

"OK?" I answered.

"Well you know, of course, that I had you when I was very young. As you'll realise as you get older, some of the decisions that seemed right in your youth, you find yourself reconsidering as you get older."

What was she saying? It kind of sounded like she was saying that she wished she hadn't had me. This wasn't exactly a revelation to me, but I'm still surprised she came out and said it! "Um – are you saying you wished you didn't have a baby so young?" I asked, clearly shocked.

"No. Not at all! While you _were_ a surprise, you were very wanted and loved" Mum immediately clarified. "I just mean that with the benefit of hindsight, some of the decisions I made then I would have done differently."

I was completely boggled. I had no idea what she was getting at – so I decided to stay silent and let her spit it out.

"For example, I wish I'd spent more time with you in your formative years. At the time it seemed so important to continue with my career as soon as possible, but in retrospect it wasn't. I've only recently started to appreciate how difficult it must have been to be left at school at four years old" she admitted. "I wish I had done that differently. And then, there's also the issue of your father".

My father? What about my father? Mum had always been vague about my paternity – leaving me to suppose there wasn't much to tell.

"What do you mean?" I asked, trying for nonchalance as I carefully scanned the darkness and surrounding trees, keeping up my guarding duties even though my mind was racing.

"Well, I wish I'd handled that situation differently, too" she said quietly.

We both fell silent for a moment. I didn't know what to say, and I don't think she did either. I was thinking that maybe she'd finished what she wanted to talk about when she continued.

"He didn't know about you. Not until you were four. I'd intentionally gone off-grid" she explained. "I wanted you from the moment I knew you were coming," she said, her voice quivering slightly "but I wasn't ready to be a wife and a mother. Your father and I were very much in love, but we wanted different things. If he had known I was pregnant, he would have insisted I give up being a Guardian. And I wasn't prepared to do that".

"So he knows about me then?" I asked in shock. Thirteen years my father had known about me, and not one attempt at contact? Did I look like him? Where did he live? Did he have other kids? Why had he not tried to contact me even once?

"Yes Rose Marie. He found out about you when I left you at St Vladamir's. He was furious I'd hidden your existence from him, and was very eager to meet you. He contacted me, and I begged him not to seek you out. You were so young, and being left at St Vladamir's had already been such an upheaval. And your father also has powerful enemies. I convinced him that any contact would put you in danger. All of those points were true, but I now regret not giving you the opportunity to know one another." Pausing for a moment she continued so quietly that I almost didn't hear her, "I loved you so very much that knowing I had to give you up to be a Guardian, I think I was scared he'd be the parent to you I knew I couldn't".

I was finding it hard to scan the trees through the tears welling up in my eyes. For my entire life I'd thought my father was some random that my mother couldn't remember. Discovering that they'd been in love, and that he had wanted to know me, was earth shattering. And knowing that my mother had loved and wanted me was special, too. Thinking back, I couldn't recall a single time she'd told me she loved me. She wrote it on birthday and Christmas cards, but I can't recall her ever saying it. Hearing her say it now meant more than she could imagine.

"I deeply regret asking him to stay away" she continued, her voice now a little more steady. "You both deserved more".

My mind was a complete mess. I start to think about one thing she'd just told me, and then another thought would push its way to the forefront. And my mother all but apologising?! It was going to take me a while to process all this.

"So why are you telling me this now?" I prompted.

"Your father has recently been in touch again. Now you are almost 18, he wants to make contact with you. Rather than contacting you out of the blue, we agreed I would tell you about him myself. You're his only child, Rose Marie" she explained. "He very much wants to get to know you".

I didn't know how I felt. I was surprised to discover that I had a Dad after all, angry at Mum for keeping him from me but also annoyed that he hadn't insisted on being part of my life all along. And I was curious. Why didn't he have any other kids? Heaps of Moroi men had Dhampir kids before they settled down, but most of them went on to have a Moroi wife and family. Was he married? What was he like?

"So what's his name? What's he like?" I asked, curiosity winning out. "How did you meet? Is he married?"

"We met in Turkey when I was on assignment there. He's Turkish" she started. "His name is Ibrahim Mazur, but most people call him Abe. He's a businessman and very driven. I hasn't left him a lot of time for other relationships" she concluded.

That's IT? A name and a country?

"But what's he _like_? What sort of business is he in?" I demanded.

Mum sighed. "Well he has a lot of different business interests" she replied evasively. "He operates out of Turkey and Russia, but also the States. He travels a lot and he's quite private about his business affairs, but he's been very successful."

"Successful?"

"Yes. He's not royal but he is extraordinarily rich, Rose Marie" she said quietly. "And he's very well connected."

Wow. So this whole time I had a wealthy father wanting to know me. I couldn't help but wonder how things might have been different had I known him earlier. Having an absent parent was hardly a unique phenomenon among Dhampir. Half my classmates didn't know, or wouldn't own, their father! And those who did didn't usually spend a lot of time with them. There were exceptions, though. Libba, a novice in our year, knew her Moroi Dad and grew up as big sister to his younger Moroi children. And they seemed happy.

But I wasn't even sure how a relationship would work. Would I call him Dad? Pappa? Would I visit him? Or maybe he'd visit me? It was just all too much. Now I knew I _had_ a father, I wasn't sure if I wanted one.

"What does he want from me, Mum?"

"He just wants to meet you. And he's hoping maybe you might want to get to know him. He does care for you very much. He wishes things had been different, too".

"He's not just going to show up, is he?" I asked, suddenly alarmed. "This is a big thing for me - I'd really like to think about things a bit first!"

"Don't worry" Mum soothed, uncharacteristically, well, motherly. "I told him that I would tell you about him and I'd give you his phone number. You can reach out to him whenever you're ready. If you want to meet him alone then that's OK. If you'd like me to be there with you, then that's OK as well. He's happy for you to take as much time as you need."

Falling back into silence I felt weary. It had been a long day with so much going on. Between my uncertainty about Dimitri, and now finding out about my father, I just felt drained.

"I'm going to check in with Eddie" I said, getting up and stretching. Walking over to where Eddie was sitting I wasn't sure how much he may have overheard. But we'd been speaking quietly, and the sound of the rain on the canvass overhead was loud.

"All good?" I checked.

""Yeah. If you like being cold and miserable all is excellent" he lamely joked. "I don't reckon I'll ever feel warm again!"

Mum appeared behind us and quietly asked "Either of you fancy a cup of camp tea?"

Looking at one another, it was clear neither Eddie nor I had any idea what that was. Still tea suggested something hot, so we both agreed to give it a go.

Mum headed over to one of the pines, reaching up and stripping a good handful of green pine needles off a branch. She then grabbed one of Blake's now full water containers, and crouching beside the fire used the scissors in her pocket knife to cut up the pine needles into the tin of water. Eddie shot me a look that clearly suggested she was barmy. I shrugged and rolled my eyes in return.

"Pine needle or camp tea is an excellent source of vitamin C" she said quietly. "It's also high in Vitamin A. If you're living rough it can help give you extra nutrients – and it's also a good way to keep warm" she finished, thrusting the bottom of the tin into the coals.

A few minutes later she pulled her jacket sleeves over her hands and removed the tin from the fire, quickly pouring the tea into three tin mugs. She handed one to Eddie and another to me. Wrapping my hands around the mug was heaven. For the first time in hours my hands were warm! Blowing on it to cool it down, I took a cautious sip. It actually wasn't bad! For obvious reasons, it tasted like pine. Maybe that's what licking Dimitri's chest would taste like, I thought – his pine scented deodorant springing to mind. Pushing that pleasant thought away with a smile, I mentally made a note to make some more of this in the morning for the 'Moroi'.

"Swap spots?" I asked Eddie. I'd been sitting deeper within the trees, and closer to the fire, so it had been warmer than his spot near the treeline.

"Sure thing" he answered, taking his blanket and tea to sit where Mum and I had been sitting before. I moved over to where he'd been, surprised when Mum came and sat beside me. Lifting up her blanket, she gestured for me to sit under it with her. Leaning in to each other, we added my blanket over the top of us. It was the closest I'd been to my Mum in a long time, and it was nice - particularly given all she'd told me earlier. Neither of us said much, but I got the feeling she was enjoying it, too. Together we sat there, watching the rain and keeping lookout over the bare hillside.

An hour later Mike was up ready to start his shift. "Camp tea! Nice one. It's just these sort of survival skills that show you've been paying attention in your classes" he complimented Eddie and I. Mum stayed judiciously quiet, but I saw a glimmer of laughter in her eyes.

Waking Blake to start his shift, I said goodnight to Eddie and Mum and I grabbed a sleeping bag each. Before she slipped in to hers she jotted a number on her notepad and ripped the page out, giving it to me. "You call him whenever you're ready".

The sleeping bags were already warm, and we curled up beside one another near the fire. Lying down I fell asleep with a smile – thinking about deep brown eyes and the scent of pine.

_**Thanks for the encouragement and feedback! I'm having fun writing this one.**_


	6. Ch 5 - Snakey

It seemed like I'd only just closed my eyes when Eddie was shaking me, waking me up. "Wakey wakey hand off… oh yeah that doesn't work" he joked quietly. "Up you get – I need that sleeping bag!" The poor guy looked wrecked.

Climbing out of the bag, I noticed Mike waking the other Guardian for his shift. Ah yes – it was going to be him, Blake and myself for the last 3 hours.

"Yeah yeah keep your hair on" I replied "And give me your blanket!"

It was still raining. Lighter than before but a soft steady drizzle. If I'd been at home I would have loved it! Lying in bed listening to the rain outside was really relaxing. Even here it was kind of pleasant, albeit a bit chilly.

Checking the camp area I thought we were faring pretty well. The fire had burned down, but there were coals emitting a pleasant warmth. Mum was still asleep in her sleeping bag. Looking at her, I realised she looked different asleep. Somehow less formidable? Mike and Eddie were both curled up and almost asleep already. The canvass tarpaulin, fire and the pine needle dam had done their job. It was dry under the tarp and reasonably comfy. It was the coldest part of the night - the last few hours before dawn. Since it was still raining, I figured our collected drinking water wouldn't be scare, so it wouldn't hurt to make another brew of camp tea. Ducking out into the rain to collect our tins, pouring the rainwater into our empty water skins, and putting them back out to fill again I quickly enquired "Blake? Guardian… I'm sorry I don't know your name? Would you like some camp tea?"

"Asimov and yes, thank you" the taciturn Guardian replied.

"What's that?" Blake asked. "I didn't see any tea bags in the supplies" he added, suspiciously.

"It's pine needle tea" I told him. "Really high in vitamin C and also vitamin A. Great when you're travelling rough" I added, parroting Mum's earlier words.

"Yeah I'll pass" he replied contemptuously.

Guardian Asimov looked at me, raising one eyebrow. Apparently we both agreed – your loss, dude! Mimicking the steps Mum had done earlier, I prepared another batch. Turns out it was as easy at it looked, so within a few minutes Guardian Asimov and I were sipping welcome mugs of hot tea. Taking the outer watch over the empty hillside plains, Guardian Asimov came over and sat a foot or so away from me.

"I don't recognise you" I commented. "Where are you usually posted?"

"I'm stationed at St Basil's" he replied – with an accent which was familiar.

Carefully looking at him I thought he must be mid twenties. Close to Dimitri's age! "Did you study there?" I asked innocently "I've heard their training program is amazing" I added.

"Yes – I trained there and yes our program is rigorous."

"So I've heard. My mentor studied there. He's shown me some of your techniques. Perhaps you know him? Guardian Belikov? Dimitri?"

"Ahh! Mitya! He was the year above me at school" Guardian Asimov replied, suddenly animated. "I'd heard he was at St Vladamir's" he continued.

"Oh? You know him, then?"

"Yes, yes! At St Basil's we train in groups. Houses I think you call them here? There are four at St Basil's, and Mitya was in mine. We trained together for several years".

For the next couple of hours, Guardian Asimov and I chatted about St Basil's. He was surprisingly effusive, once started on a topic with which he was familiar. I found out a good deal about St Basil's, Dimitri, and generally how things were done in Russia. Sure I was cold, and all this talk about Dimitri made me miss him like hell, but it was worth it to learn more about my man!

Slowly we could see the start of the sunrise in the East. The rain finally easing, it was an astonishingly beautiful sight. As tired as I was, I sat there in awe – watching as the colours blended and blurred into one another in a symphony of light.

As the sun crept higher, I thought it wise to check the traps I'd set the night before. "I might just check the snares. Who knows – we might be lucky!" I joked.

"Yes. I will accompany you" Guardian Asimov said, with the slightly odd formal vocabulary that characterised his speech.

Quietly getting up we walked towards the other edge of the tarpaulin, where Blake was guarding. Walking up beside him, it was apparent he was asleep sitting up. Guardian Asimov didn't saying anything, but his lip twitched momentarily before his foot landed a swift blow to Blake's lower leg.

"Apologies, novice" he muttered ingenuously. "The ground is not flat here".

Continuing past a startled Blake, we checked the snares one by one. As expected there was nothing at the first three. However moving towards the fourth I was astounded to see a wild rabbit ensnared, still alive but clearly exhausted. I moved forward to put it out of its misery, however Guardian Asimov stepped in front of me. "Please allow me. At home my job was always to kill and skin the game".

Stepping back gratefully, I looked aside – hearing a sharp crack as he broke the animal's neck. I would have done it – but I was appreciative that I didn't have to. "I will skin and bone the rabbit. Heat a pot with one of the ration packs and a little water" Guardian Asimov instructed as we walked back to camp. "The ration pack, water and a bone from the rabbit will form a nice gravy to go along with the meat".

Back at camp I promptly followed his instructions, also making preparations for another round of camp tea. Sitting just beyond the tarpaulin's edge, I saw him quickly skin and gut the steaming rabbit – deftly cutting meat from the bones and slicing entrails – discarding some, yet keeping others. I couldn't see a plan behind it – yet his quick and decisive actions made me sure there was one.

Returning to the fire, and the pot, he quickly deposited chunks of meat, entrails, and a couple of large bones into the ration soup I'd prepared.

"If you bake a rabbit there is not a lot of meat on it," he explained, evidently recognising my confused look "and it is very dry. You are better off to use the insides, some water and bones to make a gravy. The meat is softer cooked in the gravy. It is more flavoursome and also more of it to share around"

"I've never seen this done before" I confessed with interest.

"You should ask your Dimitri" he said with a kind smile. "He will have made this many times for his family. I am sure he'd love to use the traditional herbs and spices and make it for you himself".

Turning to stir the food on the fire I blushed. I wasn't sure what 'your Dimitri' meant. Did Guardian Asimov suspect more than I'd realised? Or was it simply evidence of his slightly archaic speech? Deciding I didn't care either way, I thanked him for his instructions. Breakfast was looking a darned sight better than we'd had any reason to hope at sunset, and I was looking forward to waking the others to a meaty breakfast and a warm cup of tea!

Sure enough the others were surprised and delighted to be woken to a hot meal.

"This is delicious Rose Marie" Mum complimented, using a ration biscuit to spoon the stew into her mouth.

"All credit goes to Guardian Asimov" I assured her. "He gutted and skinned the rabbit, and suggested cooking it in a stew".

"No, Rose" he replied. "The acclaim is all yours. Your snares were well crafted and positioned. You did well to catch the game".

"I don't care who's responsible" Eddie piped up, mouth filled with stew. "It tastes great!"

Finishing our meals, packing up camp was a surprisingly quick affair. Guardian Asimov buried the entrails and other remains from the rabbit. Eddie and Blake had the canvas tarpaulin down and stowed in no time. We each spent a private moment relieving ourselves amongst the trees, and then it was time to move on. I was tired but somehow I was happy. Mum and I had had probably the best time together I could remember, and I had the knowledge of a Dad who wanted to meet me!

Surveying our maps, and using the binoculars, we identified a likely looking thicket of trees two hours walk away. Knowing we'd be expected to keep our Moroi on the move, we thought we'd head for there and then take further reconnaissance. Several hours later when we'd reached our destination, we spied another batch of trees a similar distance away, so headed for that.

While the walking was boring, and monotonous, having Mum, Eddie, Mike and Guardian Asimov to chat with the time passed quickly enough. In fact the only downer was Blake – who spent the majority of the trip in sullen silence, intermittently interspersed with inane whinging. I felt vindicated in my suspicions he would let the team down!

After reaching our third target for the day Eddie, Blake and I conferred.

"It's a good spot here, but there's two or three more hours of daylight if you think we can push on?" Eddie stated.

"We'll need to check with the 'Moroi'" I interjected. "See if they can go further".

"Let's just stop here" Blake piped up. "We've walked for hours and this bunch of trees looks as good as the last and the one before it".

Preparing to read him the riot act, he was spared by the sound of engines rapidly approaching our location. Gathering Mum, Mike and Guardian Asimov between the three of us, we formed a loose ring around them – preparing to defend them if needs be.

Over the horizon we spotted two quad-bikes ridden by uniformed Guardians, each with a novice pillion passenger. "Time to go Eddie and Rose" Mike said. "You've done a great job and you're off to your next assignments. Your replacements are here"

Mum stepped forward, opening up her arms to me. "Rose Marie I am so very very proud of you" she murmured quietly, hugging me in a most uncharacteristic way. "Please give your father a chance" she implored, kissing me on the cheek before I climbed onto the back of one of the quad bikes "And please know I love you".

Waving goodbye, Eddie and I were flying across the open hillside, soon enough arriving back at camp. When we returned we saw three novices climbing into one of the black SUVs, a fourth waiting beside a second vehicle. Shown back into the original tent, we changed back into our clothing - retrieving our belongings and leaving our packs behind.

Returning to the second SUV, Eddie and I climbed into the vacant back seat.

"Where are we headed?" I asked wearily – without any real hope of an accurate answer.

"We'll be driving for three or so hours" the unknown Guardian driver answered "and then you'll fly for another few hours".

Tired, and with no reason to stay awake, Eddie and I flopped against one another and slept the miles away.


	7. Ch 6 - Black SUV

When I woke I was ravenous. It had been hours since the rabbit stew, and my stomach was making its needs known. Stretching beside the still sleeping Eddie, I checked the clock. Nearly 9pm.

"We must be close to the airport now? Where are we headed? Calgary?" I asked the Guardian driving.

"Yes. We'll be there in about 15 minutes"

"Any chance of a food stop? I'm starving!"

Catching my eye in the rear-mirror, the Guardian smiled kindly. If there was one thing most Dhampir understood it was hunger. Our genetic makeup meant we needed more food than a human or a Moroi. Combined with our rigorous training schedules, most Guardians and novices ate every four hours to keep up the necessary calorie intake. It had now been more than twelve hours since breakfast, and I was famished.

"It's an hour and a half until the plane. There's a good buffet near the airport – we're scheduled to stop there"

"Buffet? Did someone say food?" Eddie piped up, stretching and sitting up in his seat. "I'd murder a steak right now!"

Just over an hour later we were standing in the airport lounge, uncomfortably full. Looking at his watch, the Guardian pulled out two boarding passes.

"This one's for you. You'll be met at the other end" he said, handing one pass to Eddie.

"Denver? Guess I'm off to Colorado" Eddie said with a happy smile. That's what I liked about Eddie – he saw the positive in everything.

"I'm not going too?" I asked the Guardian, surprised. I'd assumed that Eddie and I would be off to the same next assignment. Shaking his head he passed the other ticket to me.

"Reno?! Oh well – I've never been to Nevada". I didn't know much about Nevada other than it was hot and dry. Real cowboy country – Dimitri would love it, I thought with a smile.

Boarding the flight I settled in, plugging in headphones and listening to music. Closing my eyes I dozed, thinking about Dimitri. I couldn't wait to get back to campus to see him. After a week apart, I'm sure it wouldn't be too hard to convince him that another trip to the supply room was in order. I wondered what he was doing right now. Nothing like what I'd like to be doing with him right now I'm sure…

I must have drifted off, because the next thing I knew I was being woken ahead of landing. Grabbing my bag I disembarked. At the arrival gate I spotted the familiar stance and uniform of a Guardian. Female, early to mid 20s with short spikey bleached blonde hair. Very good looking, she cut a striking figure.

"Evening! I'm Rose – you here to meet me?" I enquired.

"Sure am! I'm Guardian Wells" she said "But call me Trisha. We've got 45 minutes before our bus, so let's get breakfast." Ahhh – a woman after my own heart. Even though I'd stuffed myself earlier, I was starting to get hungry again!

Heading to a breakfast diner, Trisha kept up a steady stream of chatter. She wasn't allowed to tell me anything about where I was going or what to expect, so she told me about her usual assignment. She was Guardian to a wealthy royal Moroi couple who lived in Boston. They'd headed to Europe to stay with family, so she she'd been reassigned to help with the field trip while they were away.

"I don't mind," she said cheerfully. "It's nice to hang out with Dhampir again for a while. Besides – some of the male Guardians aren't bad looking" she said with a wicked grin.

Seeing my surprised look she continued "Oh don't be so shocked! It's not the 12th century anymore. I don't want to settle down, and I sure as hell don't want a baby. Besides - if I'm going to fool around, I want a man who can go the distance, if you know what I mean" she said with an exaggerated wink. "Moroi men just aren't built like Dhampirs. They don't have the _stamina_. I've always thought them a little delicate".

Thinking about Dimitri, and mentally comparing him to the Moroi men on campus, I had to concede she was right. "You have a point" I said with a giggle.

"Do you have a special someone back at school? A special _Dhampir_ perhaps?" she teased.

"Yeah – there's someone. And he's amazing, but it's complicated."

"Oh honey they're men. It's never that complicated. There's not much about a man that can't be fixed by a trip to Victoria's Secret" she laughed.

Before I knew it, we were on a bus heading East. Trisha was great company, so we chatted the 2 hours to our next stop – Middlegate Nevada. There weren't a lot of female novices, so it was refreshing to talk with a female Dhampir close to my own age – especially one who was already a Guardian.

It was close to daybreak by the time we arrived. Pulling into the sleepy township, we got off the bus. Digging in her sports bag, Trisha found a car remote and clicked it – the lights on a black SUV parked nearby lit up. What the hell? Do they buy those by the hundred, I wondered. Driving for half an hour, we arrived at Gabbs.

"This is where I say goodbye" Trisha said cheerfully. "It's been great chatting! Here's my address and number back in Boston. Look me up if you're ever in town."

We'd arrived at a campsite. In many ways it looked a lot like the last. Two large canvas tents side by side. As we arrived I saw Corey, a novice I knew from St Vlad's, waiting with his bag. "Hey Rose! Where did you come from?"

"Canada – West of Calgary. Mountain country" I told him.

"It's all desert here" he replied. "Have fun and drink _lots_ of water!"

Waving Trisha and Corey goodbye, I stood to attention between the two tents. I'd just started to wonder whether I should go in and announce myself, when a tent flap opened and a familiar figure stepped out.

"Ah… Rose. I was wondering when you'd arrive. Go into the other tent. You need to get changed. Then you need to get me safely to the Yomba Reservation".

Stifling an inner goran, I managed to reply politely "Nice to see you, Guardian Alto. Looking forward to travelling with you".


	8. Ch 7 - High Beam

There's a lot of abandoned mine shafts in Nevada, I thought to myself, trudging along resentfully. Dangerous snakes, lizards and scorpions, too. If I did things right, I might even be able to make it look like an accident! The last 10 hours in Guardian Stan Alto's company had been such a joy.

NOT!

It was blisteringly hot, I was thirsty as hell but reluctant to have a drink as water could be scarce, and worse – I was with Stan!

While he'd always taken a particular dislike to me in classes, at least at school there were twenty other students to distract him. Here, with just the two of us, I was the sole target for his vitriol.

Arriving at the campsite near daybreak, I'd wasted no time in getting us packed and moving. Looking at the map I'd worked out the distance to Yomba reservation was around 43 miles. Unfortunately the most direct route would take us through some mountainous and inaccessible areas. As tempting as it was to walk there in a direct line, it just wasn't practical. So I navigated a longer but safer route. The downside – I figured it was going to take two solid days of walking to get us there.

We'd walked for five hours, but by 11am it was just too hot to walk any further, so I'd set up a midday camp. Finding a large pile of rocks, I'd inspected them thoroughly for snakes, lizards and scorpions, then set up camp in their shade. The idea was we'd siesta through the hottest hours of the day until the afternoon and then put in another 4 or 5 hours of walking. Remembering Stan was meant to be a Moroi, I prompted him to drink water and sleep.

Stan was _loving_ this gig. He was taking the whole 'helpless Moroi' role to the extreme. Then he'd intersperse his role as defenceless scared Moroi with arsehole chip-on-his-shoulder Guardian. Problem is, no matter which role he was enacting, I wanted to murder him!

About 3pm the heat of the day was dispersing, so I woke Stan and we started walking again. True to his 'Moroi' role, he was intentionally walking slowly, complaining the whole bloody way. Trying to channel a bit of Dimitri 'Zen' I was mentally repeating to myself 'this, too, will pass'.

It was 6pm, now, and still light out. Looking at where the sun hung in the sky, I figured we could get another couple of hours of walking in today. We weren't walking anywhere near as quickly as I'd like, though. At this rate we'd be lucky to reach Yomba Reserve by tomorrow night! The next part of our journey should be easy enough, at least. While we'd been walking through scrub and brush for most of the day, we were approaching the pass between Sherman and Paradise Peaks. The dry rocky area was inaccessible, so we had no choice but to travel alongside the road.

We'd been walking for around 20 minutes when I heard the sound of an engine in the distance. Using my binoculars, I looked behind us along the road. A pickup truck was heading towards us. While I couldn't see the occupants clearly, I could see enough to notice there were only two of them. Deciding Stan might well be safer on a lonely country road with two strangers than with me for another 24 hours, I made a snap decision.

"Up to the road edge – NOW!" I ordered. Surprisingly, Stan complied!

"Is this a good idea?" Stan asked testingly, walking beside me on the road's edge.

"Well it's daylight and I can see the occupants, so they're not Strigoi" I replied. "Besides, Strigoi are not the only thing we have to worry about at night out here. It's worth trying to hitch hike. If they stop and they're not friendly, I can easily take two humans down, and we'll use their vehicle. Worst case is they don't stop and might report our position. But I think it's a risk worth taking".

The vehicle was approaching, so I quickly ordered "Take my bag, Stan – and walk a bit hunched down. Don't show them your size".

Accentuating the swing of my hips ever so slightly, I stuck my thumb out – the universal sign for hitching a ride. For a moment as they approached there was no response, but then the engine slowed and I could tell they were not going to drive by. Pulling up alongside us, the passenger rolled down his window.

"Heya! Where you headed?" a young guy asked, looking me up and down with appreciation. About 25, he had dark skin, long dark hair and was kind of good looking.

"Boyfriend and I are headed to Yomba Reservation, near Clear Creek" I said, inclining my head to Stan as my 'boyfriend'. Given he had close to 30 years on me, hell knows what they were thinking. "Any chance of a lift?"

"Sure thing. We're headed to Austin, so we'll go right past there. No room up the front, sorry – but you're welcome to the back" he said, gesturing to the tray of the pickup. "It's not so comfortable, but we'll be there in about an hour".

With a quick thanks, Stan and I deposited ourselves in the tray. It was dusty and bumpy, but with our packs resting between the side and our backs it was comfy enough. And I honestly don't think I've ever been so grateful for a ride anywhere. With every minute that passed, I mentally calculated one less moment I had to spend with Stan.

Speaking of Stan, he was uncharacteristically quiet.

"Everything OK Guardian Alto?" I asked quietly.

"Yes fine" he replied brusquely.

I was finding it hard to read him. He was either pleased or really pissed off. I couldn't tell. Maybe both? Hitching a ride was potentially a massive failure, or perhaps a huge win field trip wise. At this stage I couldn't give a shit – I was just grateful that our hours together were drawing to a close!

Checking our progress on the map, with reference to the occasional side road, I determined we were about 15 minutes from the reservation as the sun started to go down. As far as I could tell, the reservation was a large geographical area and not a township, as such. I was wondering what to expect as the engine slowed and the pickup came to stop at a crossroads.

Jumping out of the back, Stan and I came to stand beside the passenger window.

"Clear Creek starts a mile or so over there" the passenger said, pointing off to one side of the road. "Township is just across the creek. It's a small community and they don't get a lot of visitors. Maybe camp overnight and head to town in the morning" he advised.

Waving them on their way with profuse thanks, I directed Stan to walk ten minutes away from the roadside in the direction of the creek and town. Finding a suitable patch of grass in an open field hidden from the road by a thicket of trees, we made camp for the night. There was enough wood and tinder to make a small fire, so I cooked up a meal from our field rations. We were well ahead of where I'd originally scheduled, so I cooked up a double serve so we were both able to have a decent feed. I was tired, but knowing we were only a mile or two away from our pickup point, I resolved to keep guard overnight.

Surprisingly, once we'd eaten and our camp was set up, Stan suggested I take a break. "Get a couple of hours rest," he suggested, almost kindly. "We're close to town, so an attack is less likely. It's not unreasonable to ask a Moroi to keep an eye out for an hour or so while you rest".

While I was tired, I wasn't exhausted. Still this was the first kind suggestion Stan had made - and he seemed genuine. I had to admit, an hour or two dozing was damned appealing. Thinking it over, I agreed. Issuing instructions as though he really were a Moroi, I finally climbed into a sleeping bag beside the fire. I couldn't let myself fully sleep, but I dozed. Of course, the moment I closed my eyes my mind drifted to Dimitri.

I hadn't realised just how important our daily sparring sessions were to me until now when I wasn't doing them. That hour alone together every day relaxed and refuelled me. I let me mind wander, thinking about Dimitri – the softness of his lips when he pressed them against mine, the way his hands felt when he ran them over me, his gorgeous ice blue eyes looking in to mine…. What the? _Blue_?

Wah! Gross! LISSA! Could those two at least TRY and keep their hands off one another?! Dragging myself out of her head before I saw more of Christian than I _ever_ wanted to, I quickly woke and sat up.

Stan was looking at me with an inscrutable expression. Great. Just great. I didn't want to even _ponder_ what I might have been doing, or saying, in my sleep just now. Muttering quiet curses under my breath, I climbed out of the sleeping bag, checking in our ration packs for the tea bags I saw in there earlier.

"I need a cup of tea – you want one?" I asked Stan, pretending I hadn't just had a sex dream about my best friend's boyfriend.

"Yeah sure" he replied, still looking at me oddly.

Pouring tea into our tin mugs I passed one to him. We sat in silence for a few moments, watching the flames and warming our hands.

"So this whole shadow-kissed thing, how does it work?" Stan enquired. "Must be really handy for communicating with Princess Dragomir".

I was surprised. While Stan and the other senior teachers had been told I was shadow-kissed, none of them had ever directly asked me about it. In fact, I think this is the first time Stan had ever asked me any question without a sneer on his face.

"Hmmmm. Yeah it is."

"So can you see and hear everything she does?" he continued.

"Not really. Most of the time it's just feelings. So if she's really happy or upset I'll get a feeling through the bond. I can also generally get an idea of where she is. If she thinks about something really hard she can send me a message. If I concentrate really hard I can slip into her head and yeah it's like I'm her" I explained. "I don't like to do that because it invades her privacy, but it's handy in an emergency. Sometimes when I'm asleep and my guard is down I can get pulled into her head without trying - particularly if she's feeling strong emotions or if she's dreaming. It can be really, um, weird."

The look on his face changed to one of comprehension. Guess he'd heard enough when I was sleeping earlier to put two and two together!

"Wow" he replied, clearly surprised. "I didn't realise it was that developed. Does it work both ways?"

"No. Just me reading her, although we're not sure if it could be developed to work both ways" I clarified. "We're just figuring it out as we go along".

"Well it's still a very useful tool if you end up being her Guardian" he said begrudgingly.

Gee – that almost sounded like a compliment from Guardian Alto!

The rest of the evening passed mostly in silence. While we weren't precisely friendly, Stan had quit the snarky comments, which was a relief. About midnight Stan slept, suggesting I wake him at daybreak. It was hours since I'd been pulled into Lissa's head, and she should be in class by this time, so I concentrated and slipped in to her head to check how she was going. She was in the middle of a calculus class, so I didn't stick around long.

Finally the sun was rising in the East and I could feel the temperature starting to warm up. If my map and the directions we'd been given were correct, we weren't far from the reserve township. Stan woke as I was making more tea and cooking breakfast. Standing up and stretching he seemed in a good mood.

Eating breakfast, then packing up camp didn't take long, but the sun was already climbing into the sky as we set out to walk the mile into town. We could see the township in the distance, just over the creek. Looking up and downstream there didn't seem to be a bridge, but as we came closer I could see there was a shallow ford. A height indicator in the water showed it was about a meter deep. Checking the speed of the water by throwing a crunched up piece of paper in, the current was slow. Should be OK to cross although we'd get a bit wet.

"Fancy a swim, Guardian Alto?" I joked.

"Yeah let's get on with it" he grumbled. "Camp's just over there" he gestured to two large canvas tents 100 meters away.

Since I didn't know where I'd be deployed next, I didn't want to get my clothes wet so I quickly stripped down to my underwear, shoving my clothes in my backpack. Resting it on my head I started walking in to the creek.

HELL it was cold! Oh man! A string of profanity loudly escaping my lips, I waded into the water, it inching up my legs, then my torso and finally over my chest. Glancing over at Stan as he waded across beside me, the set of his jaw revealed he was also finding it a little brisk!

Still swearing, the water level started to drop as I approached the other bank. Emerging from the other side I put down my backpack, rummaging for my clothes.

"Nothing like a dip in the morning" I joked to Stan, who was looking at me astounded. Looking down I quickly realised why. As well as giving me goose bumps, the cold water had made my nipples rock hard. The white sports bra I was wearing was saturated, not doing a lot to hide my modesty either. Oh crap – I'd basically just wet T-Shirt competition flashed one of my teachers!

Suddenly trying to look anywhere but at me, Stan busied himself looking for something in his backpack, as I was rummaging through mine fishing out my clothes.

"Guardian Alto. Rose. Welcome to camp, you're earlier than we'd expected" came a Russian drawl. Looking up, I found myself staring into Dimitri's amused eyes. His eyes dropping to my chest and then back up again, the smile at the edge of his mouth increased.

"I can take it from here Guardian Alto" he said pleasantly.

"Please!" muttered a still embarrassed Stan. "I really need a coffee" he grumbled, heading off in the direction of one of the tents.

**I've still got quite a ways to go with this one, so stay tuned! Thanks for the reviews – it's really exciting knowing that people are reading! And a shout out to Ahaneyan (I thought your idea too good not to include in the story, so thanks ;)) and also thanks to HBarker for the eye colour pickup (now fixed :))**


	9. Ch 8 - Lookout

I couldn't believe he was _here_! It was literally all I could do to stop myself squealing in delight and throwing myself into his arms. Grinning like an idiot, I just stood there. Watching Stan stomp out of sight towards the tents, Dimitri turned back to me openly gazing at my chest in appreciation.

"Do you have any idea how sexy you look right now?" he asked, quietly.

"Nope" I giggled, still elated to see him "But I think Stan might!".

Dimitri laughed – a rich hearty chuckle. "Come on – get some clothes on!" he said with a final look at my breasts. "You must be freezing. I'll make you a hot chocolate".

Putting a shirt and pants over my wet undergarments, I followed Dimitri to the tent. Walking in beside him I was met with a sight I am sure I will spend the rest of my life trying to forget. Standing beside a camp stove was Stan - _stripping out of his wet clothes _and hanging them off the stove pipe to dry. Thank God we hadn't dallied a moment longer at the creek's edge, because he'd not _YET_ taken his white Y-fronts off. Not that, drenched as they were, they concealed a great deal.

On the shorter side for a Guardian, Stan could best be described as stocky. Like all Guardians he was in great shape and well toned, but he was pushing 50 and a small tummy was starting to show. Taking in the whole sight I hope, for his sake, the icey water had affected him too…

"Well I guess we're even now, Guardian Alto" I said cheerfully before I could stop myself.

The look on his face was priceless. Quickly turning his back to us, he started spewing expletives and threats. I thought I had a potty-mouth at times, but I had nothing on Stan! Dimitri quickly turned me away, but not before I'd noticed Stan's back was _covered_ in salt and pepper coloured back hair. As in a thick full pelt. Ewwwwww!

Dimitri clamped his hand over my mouth. "Apologies Guardian Alto. I didn't realise you were indisposed" Dimitri said, quickly moving me out of the tent.

"We're going for a run, _now_ Miss Hathaway" he barked at me – racing towards a group of buildings in the distance. Following behind, I managed to contain my laughter until we were hidden behind a closed storefront.

Looking at Dimitri I laughed until the tears were running down my face. Laughing with me, he said "You know Stan is going to hate you for the rest of all time, don't you?"

"Meh. He already did!" I replied, still giggling uncontrollably.

"We'll have to go back there," he warned "and I need you to be professional. He could cause us both a good deal of trouble if he had a mind to".

Instantly sobered by the thought of Stan making Dimitri's life difficult, I promised I'd not antagonise him further.

Walking slowly back to the tent, Dimitri started up a boring conversation about my training. Loudly clearing his throat approaching the tent, Dimitri called out "Guardian Alto – are you there?" in a completely neutral tone.

A string of bad language was the only response, so Dimitri entered the tent gesturing for me to follow. Continuing our banal discussion about training, Dimitri pretended that nothing had previously happened.

Stan, however, was having none of it. Shooting me truly murderous looks he was obviously in a state of high dudgeon. "I suppose you think your little stunt before was funny, Hathaway" he shouted incensed – spit flying from his mouth in rage.

Shit. He was more angry than I'd _ever_ seen him. And I'd seen him fuming regularly. I'm not sure which stunt he was referring to – me accidently flashing him, or me seeing him all but naked. Given he wasn't apoplectic until I saw him, I was going with the latter.

"Don't worry Stan – I didn't see anything. You'd hung your clothes on the chimney of the camp stove, and you were changing behind it. All I could see was your head and your arms. Isn't that right, Guardian Belikov?"

"Absolutely. However it was thoughtless of me to not check before we entered the tent" Dimitri added formally. "I apologise".

Uncertainty washed over Stan's face. While I'm not sure he believed us, I could tell he wanted to.

"Yes well. Could have been a very embarrassing situation for everyone" he blustered, obviously choosing to believe what we'd said. Dimitri would be so proud of me. There was not _one_ hint of a smirk on my face as I nodded.

"How about a hot chocolate?" I asked Dimitri, eager to change the topic of conversation.

Not long after, Stan decided he needed to check some of the equipment in the adjacent tent. I'm sure the equipment didn't need attention, and in fact I had a suspicion he might be lurking outside listening to see whether Dimitri and I would talk about him.

Dimitri obviously had the same thought, as he gave me a shrewd look putting his finger up to his lips. I nodded, letting him know I understood. "You shouldn't tease Guardian Alto like that, Rose" Dimitri chided me. "He is a fine Guardian, and you could learn a lot from him."

"Sorry, Guardian Belikov. I didn't think he'd react like that. I really didn't see anything - I was just messing with him. You know – like I always do!".

"I think we're all a bit tired and cranky. Walking back and forward across the desert is tiresome" he replied, putting an end to the topic. After that we kept our conversation general. I played 'pain in the arse normal Rose', trying to weedle out of Dimitri information about my next task. He played 'polite but professional Guardian Belikov' - refusing to tell me anything.

When Stan came back in a few minutes later he looked mollified and almost back to his standard level of crankiness, which was significantly below his DEFCON 1 status of five minutes before.

"What are you two still doing here? Shouldn't you be on your way?"

"You're right Guardian Alto" Dimitri said. "Since some of Rose's clothing was damp from the crossing, I was just giving her a moment to dry off. We'll be on our way shortly".

Looking up at Stan I noticed him blush slightly. Oh well – if I was going to have to scrub the memory of him partially dressed from my mind, it looks like he'd have to do likewise.

Gathering up my belongings and finishing the dregs of my hot chocolate I prepared myself to go.

"Thanks Guardian Alto! I had a swell time!" I told him cheekily, and walking over to the ubiquitous Black SUV parked beside the camp I tossed my gear in the trunk.

"Guardian Alto" Dimitri nodded, taking his leave of Stan.

"Good luck, Belikov" he muttered "You'll need it!"

Climbing into the driver's seat and buckling himself in, Dimitri murmured to himself "Oh Stan – you have no idea!"

And in a moment we were gone, Dimitri crossing back over the ford, heading South West on the road back towards Gabbs.

Sitting beside him in the passenger seat I waited until we'd cleared the township before I bombarded him with questions. "I can't believe you're here! How long have you been planning this? How long do we have?"

Smiling relaxed and happy, he reached over and pulled my hand to rest on his thigh, placing his hand on top and gently running his thumb backwards and forwards across it.

"Here and all yours, Roza. I've been planning this since just after our night in the cabin and thanks to your quick work at your other locations, we have just under four days."

"Four days!" I shrieked. "Alone?!"

"Yes. Four days, just you and I Roza" he said, looking at me with a beautiful smile.

I could barely speak I was so happy. "So where are you taking me?" I asked, looking up at him in joy.

"Yosemite National Park. We're meant to camp there living off the land. However, I might have booked us a cabin" he confessed sheepishly.

"A cabin comrade? Isn't that breaking the rules of my assignment?" I teased.

"I can live with it" he said happily.

I was exhausted from not sleeping the night before, but I didn't want to waste a minute in his company. I was also starving.

"Check in the glove compartment" he said with a smile as my stomach complained loudly. Gleefully I spotted a packet of chocolate donuts.

"Oh Comrade, do you have any idea of how much I love you?" I mumbled, shoving a donut into my mouth.

"I think I'm getting a good idea" he replied tenderly. "We're not expected to check in at our next stop until this evening. Since you're earlier than anticipated, rather than spend the day at camp with Stan I thought we could spend the day together. Why don't you grab a couple of hours sleep and I'll wake you when we get there? You could lie down in the back seat?"

"No way Comrade, I'm not moving from here" I mumbled sleepily. Curling up into a ball on my seat I pulled up the armrest from between us, resting my head in his lap. The last thing I remembered before falling asleep was his hand stroking my hair and the soft sound of his Country and Western music.

I woke up feeling stiff and a little disoriented. I was still in the car, curled up with my head on Dimitri's lap, his hand still stroking my hair. Stirring slightly, he realised I was awake.

"Hey sleepy" he said softly. "We're nearly at Lee Vining. I just pulled over to admire the view". Sitting up I noticed we were parked at a deserted lookout off the side of the road.

"Wow! It's gorgeous," I said.

"Yes it is" he said gruffly, looking at me.

Leaning over he kissed me. Gently at first, but with rapidly increasing urgency. I opened my mouth to his with a sigh – his tongue playing with mine. It had been almost two months since he'd kissed me like this, and I was desperate to reconnect with him. I could feel the top of my chest tighten, as familiar shivers of delight spread across my body. My nipples hardening, and between my legs tingling in anticipation, my body was responding to his sensual touch.

Trying to pull myself to sit on his lap, the steering wheel was proving prohibitive. "Backseat" I ordered, climbing over the gap between our seats.

Dimitri complied – opening his door and quickly climbing into the back seat beside me.

Taking me in his arms we kissed again, his hands running over my body. Growling with satisfaction he pulled me onto his lap, nipping at my jaw and neck causing me to whimper with pleasure. His kisses were like fire, burning me everywhere they touched.

Realising we were parked in a deserted lookout in the middle of nowhere in a car with black tinted windows, I pulled off my shirt, quickly followed by my bra.

"Christ Roza!" Dimitri cried, looking around scandalised. "What are you trying to do to me?"

"I want your skin against mine. Please Dimitri!" I asked, needily.

He shrugged his shirt off, throwing it on top of mine in the footwell. Moving himself to sit in the middle of the backseat, I quickly straddled him – bringing my lips to his before leaning back – giving his mouth and tongue access to my breasts.

He wasted no time, nuzzling into my breasts taking one tight nub into his mouth while using his fingers to play with the other. It felt unbelievable! Sitting across his lap I could feel his cock stiffen inside his pants. I rocked my hips back and forward – rubbing my crotch against his hardness. A gasp of gratification escaping my lips, I pushed my fingers into his hair.

"Roza!" Dimitri moaned tormented, putting his hands onto my hips and pushing me down onto his hardness, returning his lips to mine. My hands gripping his shoulders, I kept up the tempo of my hips against him, panting each time my swollen nether regions rubbed against him through our clothing. I could feel the wetness in my panties, my swollen nub crying out for his attention.

"Ugghhhhh!" I cried out in frustration. "Dimitri – I need you!"

I could sense his hesitation. While I had no doubt he wanted me, I could see the inner war playing out on his face. Leaning back, I reached between my legs to undo his fly. Sliding my hand into his boxers my hand found what it was looking for – wrapping my fingers firmly around him I pulled his cock out, stroking him up and down.

Any attempt at self-control now forgotten, he flexed his hips, pulling his boxers and pants down his legs. Looking down at him I had a huge urge to take him in my mouth, but the confines of the car might make that impossible. So instead I moved to the sit beside him, taking off my shoes, sweatpants and saturated undies.

Completely naked, now, I straddled him again – rubbing my breasts against his torso. Guiding his cock to my entrance with his hand, he pushed his hips up slightly. With a groan I pulled myself down onto him – relishing the feeling as I took him deep inside me.

I'd not been on top when we'd made love in the cabin, so it was a different feeling for me. Lips joined firmly with his, I experimented moving my hips in different ways. Quickly finding a position which felt mind-blowing, I pushed up and down, throwing my head back to groan "YES!"

Kissing my neck he nipped at my ear, before whispering "I've been dreaming about doing this for weeks!"

His breath in my ear caused a delicious shiver down my spine. Increasing the tempo I grasped his muscled shoulders, feeling I was very close now. Gripping my hips, Dimitri started pulling me on to him, flexing his hips to meet me each with each thrust. In a matter of moments I came undone – a powerful orgasm ripping through me, starting at my core and spreading outwards. Throwing myself forward against him and calling out inarticulately, I heard his own passionate cries as he also came, his cock shuddering deep inside me.

His arms wrapped around me, fingers running lightly across my back, he nuzzled against my hair. I reached up with my lips, kissing his neck through a light sheen of sweat. Carefully climbing off him, I sat across his lap, cuddling in to his damp chest and resting.

"I can't believe we just had sex in a car" I giggled, looking at Dimitri. "A _Guardian_ car!". He honestly looked shocked, but I could see amusement slowly winning out.

"Roza – you constantly make me do things I never thought possible" he said, with a smile.

"Oh! So it's all _my_ fault is it?!" I asked, feigning annoyance.

"No. I've been struggling to keep my hands off you since you crossed that creek this morning" he admitted. "How about you put some clothes on and we'll go see if we can find somewhere nice to eat?"

"Like a proper date?" I asked shyly – liking the idea of doing something so normal with him.

"Absolutely" he said, kissing me gently on the end of my nose.

My stomach gurgling in anticipation, I redressed myself, Dimitri thoughtfully helping me fasten my bra.

Both clothed again, we moved back into the front seats, Dimitri starting the car and running the aircon to clear the steam from the windscreen and windows. Looking over at him I was smiling at him happily – I still couldn't believe he was here. And better still, I had three and a bit days left alone with him!
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Driving in to Lee Vining we discovered it was smaller than we'd anticipated. Wondering whether we'd have to settle for some service station food, Dimitri pulled over to the side, spotting a tiny little Italian restaurant along the main drag. Stepping around to open my car door, he took my hand in his. Walking to the restaurant door, he held it open.

It was almost clichéd - small round tables with chequered tablecloths, a sprig of wild flowers in the center of each and the warm smell of garlic, basil and pasta. Yet it was so perfect. Homely and without a hint of pretension, it seemed the ideal spot for Dimitri and I. We were slightly early for lunch, so there was only one other couple in their 60s seated. Ten bucks they own the RV parked out the front I thought. The woman looked up at us as we walked in, giving us an indulgent smile.

Showing us to a table at the front overlooking the lake, the server also gave us a kind smile as Dimitri held my chair out for me, then seating himself - taking my hand in his and resting them entwined on the tabletop. He looked confident and relaxed - the smile he usually reserved just for me evident on his face for all to see.

I was feeling a little shy, which was _ridiculous_ given what we'd been doing less than thirty minutes ago! I just wasn't used to Dimitri being so openly demonstrative - but I loved it. Holding his hand looking in to his eyes, we sat there staring at one another until a disobliging gurgle from my stomach interrupted the moment.

"I think my lady needs to eat" Dimitri smiled, sliding across a menu with his other hand. Quickly scanning the list, I decided on garlic bread and venison soup, followed by lasagne. Checking the prices I was reassured I had enough money on me to pay my way. I'd never been on a proper date before, so I wasn't sure what to expect. "So tell me how you managed all this" I gestured around with my free hand after the server had taken our order.

Grinning in a most un-Dimitri like way, he started "I heard about the change of format for this year a few days after we were together. The Guardians were meant to be allocated randomly, but after the cabin I was determined to get a one-on-one session with you. I was going to put in a request, but your Mum and Stan got in first. Alberta thought they might have reason to be unjust, so she asked me if I'd be OK doing one of the longer shifts with you to try and balance it out a bit. Originally it was going to be a couple of days, but you got through the Canada and Yomba Reserve legs more quickly than anticipated and so here we are. So was your Mum OK?"

"Well she had a reason for requesting me" I started. "It turns out I have a dad. One that wants to be involved, I mean. He's Moroi, obviously, and apparently rich as hell. I'm his only child, and Mum says he's really keen to meet me".

"That must have been a surprise?" he asked, stroking my hand softly. "How are you feeling about it?"

"Well - it could be cool to meet my other parent" I mused. "I just don't know what to expect. Apparently he and Mum were really in love. It was OK seeing Mum. She's better than before. She seems to be really trying". I didn't have to say it, but he understood I meant 'really trying since Mason died'. While it wasn't something I spoke about often, I was still struggling after his death.

My soup and garlic bread arrived, interrupting my reverie, along with a Pasta al Fungi for him. Both serves were large and smelled delectable. Tucking in with vigour, between mouthfuls I told him about meeting Guardian Asimov and the rabbit stew.

"I make a great rabbit stew!" he confirmed with a grin. "Yeva is unrivalled when it comes to setting traps. When I was younger money was scarce, so she'd supplement our food by hunting. Her snares are genius – so we weren't often without fresh meat. She also had a massive vegetable and herb garden. She'd be out there planting and weeding every day, but it kept us fed. I've seen some rabbits on the outer edge of campus. I'm not as good as Yeva so it might take me a while to snare one, but how about when I trap one I'll cook it up for you?"

"I'd love that," I said looking at him tenderly. He looked back at me, also smiling. We were in our own little world.

"Want to try some?" he asked, gesturing towards his plate. "It's really good"

When I nodded, he rolled some pasta and sauce onto his fork, holding it out for me to eat. He was right - it was yummy. Reaching forward he wiped a bit of sauce from my lip, putting the thumb into his mouth to lick it off. Such a gentle, sweet action it made my heart sing. Lifting a spoon full of my soup across to him he also tried it. "Delicious".

For the next half an hour Dimitri regaled me with funny stories about other novice experiences on the Yomba Valley leg of their field trip. Turns out he and four other Guardians had been deployed to that location from the aft, and he'd had to endure two days walking across the desert with a fellow novice before I'd arrived. As I'd suspected, I was the only novice to consider hitch-hiking!

Our main courses were delivered – lasagne and salad for me, a huge steak for him.

"Are you going to be able to eat all that?" I asked him incredulously. Even for a Dhampir, and a Guardian, his serve was massive.

"I'm sure I'll manage" he answered in amusement. "It could be a busy few days" he continued innocently. "A man needs to keep up his strength!" he concluded, raising one eyebrow suggestively. Was that Dimitri making a _sex_ joke? I wasn't used to this more playful version of him!

It's funny – since we got together I could see him growing more lively and open, and I could feel myself becoming, well, maybe a bit more circumspect? When I was talking to him about my Mum and how things were better because she was trying harder, it had occurred to me things were also better because _I'd _tried harder. Same with Stan. In the past I would have continued teasing him unmercifully about seeing him all but nude. But this time I could see how humiliating that would be for him, hence the white lie for his peace of mind. I guess Dimitri really did bring out the best in me!

As we ate our way through our main courses, my thoughts turned to the days ahead. Three days together alone would be incredible. I hoped there'd be more love making – _lots_ of it – but more than anything else, I wanted to wake up next to him. To date, all we'd had were stolen moments. The idea of sleeping beside him was divine.

"What are you thinking about?" he asked, seeing my smile.

"Just that I can't wait to fall asleep and wake up next to you" I said shyly.

"I've been longing for that too" he said softly.

Our meals complete, our server brought the cheque to Dimitri. He opened it, and put a few bills inside.

"Can I help with that?"

"No" he said firmly, in a voice that brooked no argument. "Come on – there's somewhere I really want to go".

Guiding me back to the car, again opening and closing my door for me, he then seated himself in the driver's seat. Leaning over, I lightly kissed him.

"What's that for?" he asked, surprised but pleased.

"Thank you for a perfect first date."

Smiling happily, he pulled out of our parking spot, executing a perfect u-turn, heading back Northbound.

"So where are we going now?"

"It's a place called Bodie - an abandoned ghost town. I've read about it and always wanted to see it. I thought we could spend the afternoon there. If you won't be too bored that is?".

A ghost town? Perfect for my cowboy! "Sounds great!" I said enthusiastically.

When we arrived the town was really cool. The buildings were well preserved – so it felt like the wild wild west of Dimitri's Western novels. We walked around hand in hand, checking out the various exhibits. Dimitri also had his phone out, taking photos of the buildings, and some of me, too.

Towards the end of the town was a simple wooden chapel. Stopping there, Dimitri asked another visitor if they could take some pictures of the two of us in front of it, handing them his phone. I wrapped my arms around his neck and we kissed gently – captured together. In the second photo, the two of us were cuddling, looking and smiling into the camera.

It was approaching dusk and the sky was orange and purple and gold. Shivering I cuddled into Dimitri. "Cold, Roza?" he asked gently.

"Not cold. Just so so happy Comrade" I told him. "My day with you has been perfect. I love this place, and I especially love this church. I can't describe it, but something about its simplicity is really appealing" I concluded, not even sure myself what I meant.

Dimitri looked at me, an inscrutable look on his face. "I know exactly what you mean" he whispered, leaning in to kiss me.

Taking my hand in his, we slowly weaved our way through the township back to the park entrance. I could feel Dimitri tensing the closer we got to the car park. Approaching the car he stopped to give me a kiss as the sun sunk below the horizon. "I've had the best day of my life, Roza" he said, nuzzling my hair. "It's not over, yet, but we need to be mentor and Guardian again while we check in at camp. I'll make it as quick as I can, and then we can head to our cabin for the next few days".

"I understand, Comrade" I said, mentally flipping myself into 'pain in the arse student Rose'.

Opening the car door for me, Dimitri smiled – but it was his polite Guardian façade. Knowing it was only for a little while helped. As he drove to the camp site, I had more practical thoughts in mind.

He'd said a cabin. I was hoping it had somewhere to bathe. It had been days, unless you counted the dip in the stream. I felt tired, smelly and icky and I _really_ wanted a shower. I was hoping my lack of nightclothes would not be an issue – although I wondered what he liked to wear to bed? I usually wore a top and shorts but was happy to go commando if he was with me.

"We'll park here. Camp is just through the woods" he commented tersely. "It might be best if you act as if you'd slept most of the day" he added.

"I understand" I answered. He was obviously worried, and I did not want to stress him by joking now.

Parking the car he opened the trunk and we pulled out our backpacks. Leading the way for me, Dimitri walked for 2 or 3 minutes until a familiar two tents were visible ahead. With a final nod and a look, he walked out into the clearing.

"Belikov with Miss Hathaway" he called out loudly, approaching the closer tent.

There was no answer, at first, but after a moment I heard a deeply accented unfamiliar voice reply "Ah RozzMarree. We heard you were coming in earlier than scheduled" from beside the tent.

Looking over I saw an ancient with red ringed eyes regarding me. As my blood froze, and I reached for a stake I didn't have, I saw four or five other sets of red eyes appear surrounding his.
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Without a word Dimitri came behind me, resting his back against mine. Reaching into his duster he pulled out a silver stake, placing it in my hand. Worried he'd left himself unarmed, I was relieved when he pulled a second stake out from a pocket on his upper thigh. I used to scoff when he'd advise me to always carry two stakes. If we made it out of here alive, and I graduated, I swore I'd always do the same.

Narrowing my eyes, I looked about, counting five sets of red ringed eyes. The one in front, the one who'd spoken to me, was watching with almost detached disinterest as Dimitri and I got ourselves into our battle stance.

"So rude of me not to introduce myself" the one I took to be the leader greeted me, his speech oddly stilted and formal, with a heavy European accent. "My name is Igor. You knew our maker Isaiah" he continued, gesturing to the other Strigoi around him.

Isaiah! And without being told, I knew why Igor and the others were here. Why they'd been waiting for _me_. The realisation obviously spread to my face. Igor nodded, seeing my understanding. "You know why we're here, then. We've been sent to destroy you. Isaiah's death cannot go unpunished". A statement of a fact. "I'm sorry about your friends" he added, gesturing in the direction of the tents. "We were hungry".

Looking at the other Strigoi standing beside Igor, I mentally calculated our chances. Even with Dimitri's formidable skills, and the recent improvements in my own techniques, the likelihood we'd both live through this was slim at best. And in an odd way I was ready. I had plenty to fight for, more than I'd _ever_ had before, but if today was my last then so be it. I'd spent the perfect day with Dimitri, and I'd die fighting to give him any chance of surviving. Gripping my stake tightly with one hand, and reaching back to lightly squeeze Dimitri's leg with the other I whispered "Always, Comrade. Always". And then I threw myself at Igor.

Like a spark hitting kerosene, the fight exploded around me. The air was filled with snarls and growls – two Strigoi racing around to take Dimitri. As one passed me I kicked out, causing her to stumble. Before she'd had a chance to right herself, I shoved Igor away from me – taking the opportunity to lean down and stake her. Two against four now. The odds still weren't great but they were getting better. Turning back to Igor, he wasn't there. He'd moved around to engage Dimitri - probably realising he was the greater threat. The two remaining Strigoi were circling in front of me. One male, one female. The male had been Moroi. It was obvious from his physique, but also his moves. Unfortunately, the female had been a Dhampir – and if her moves were any indication, she'd also trained as a Guardian.

Crap!

She came for me first. She had some good moves but lucky for me she was obviously out of practice. Of course, being Strigoi and Guardian trained, her 'out of practice' was still very much a match for me. From the corner of my eye I could see Dimitri with Igor and the other Strigoi. He was getting in some good blows, but unfortunately so were they.

The female Strigoi and I circled. I managed a couple of good kicks but not enough to give me an opportunity to stake her. We were circling one another again when she landed a kick to my right side. I heard the cracking bones before I felt the pain as three or four of my ribs fractured beneath her foot. Winded I dropped to my knees. The Strigoi looked at me greedily, moving in eagerly to take her kill. A little _too_ eagerly, as it turns out. With my head lowered, I waited until she was almost above me, throwing the top of my head back and into her jaw. A satisfying crunch and a howl confirmed I'd done her some damage – unfortunately she'd heal in moments, whereas I'd need weeks – and that's without factoring in the risk of a shard of rib puncturing my lung.

Still I couldn't pause to think about that now. I was literally fighting for my life – and Dimitri's, too!

Behind me I could hear Dimitri combatting. I was injured and tiring, and I had no way of knowing how much damage he'd sustained. But it was reassuring to know he was still battling. But we couldn't go on forever, and it was still four against two.

Rounding off with the female Strigoi again, I saw one of the Strigoi Dimitri had been fighting fall. The gaping wound in his chest suggested Dimitri had staked him. That left Igor, the female Strigoi I was fighting and the former Moroi now Strigoi male. The female rushed me, but I managed to slip past her. Squaring off she rushed me again. Again I escaped her, but not before she punched me in my injured ribs.

And then it was like slow motion. I fell to the ground, seeing her loom above me. I was injured, winded and in a lot of pain, and I knew I'd be unable to fend her off. I heard Dimitri roar, flinging Igor to one side as he lunged towards the female. Intercepting her in mid-air before she reached me, he grabbed her around the neck wrenching with all his force – all but decapitating her. Rolling her to the side he staked her – throwing her corpse into the former Moroi to try and slow him down.

Igor rushed at Dimitri and the two of them engaged. The other Strigoi shoved the dead female aside, approaching me ready to strike. I was raising myself up to my knees when I saw something between the trees behind him. Eddie, Alberta and Chelsea, a female novice from our year, were approaching the camp through the bushes. Unprepared, but recognising the situation instantly, Alberta gave Eddie her spare stake and the two of them rushed forward. Alberta struck the former Moroi in front of me in the side of the head, momentarily taking him down. Eddie staked him before he had a chance to recover.

Dimitri was still fighting Igor, but I was reassured now that reinforcements had arrived. Pulling myself to my feet, I could see Alberta and Eddie kicking and punching at Igor from behind as Dimitri engaged him from the front. Suddenly Dimitri kicked Igor, flipping him around – pulling his arms back, leaving Igor's chest momentarily undefended. Without thinking I raced in, plunging my stake through Igor's chest and into his heart.

And just like that, it was over. It was over and we'd both survived.

Slumping to the ground I could hear horrible crying. Sobbing. It was so loud and raw – it hurt even to hear it. Looking at Dimitri, Alberta, Eddie and Chelsea, I realised the sounds were coming from me. Dimitri stepped forward, scooping me into his arms. Burying my face against his chest, I managed to stifle my sobs.

And then Alberta took control, ordering Chelsea to stay with Dimitri and I while she and Eddie checked out the camp. A moment or two later they were back, Alberta looking at Dimitri shaking her head, Eddie looking sober and not looking at me. I didn't understand until I saw tears welling in his eyes. I wasn't sure who, but people had died there. People I might know.

"What the hell happened, Belikov?" Alberta demanded, confused.

"They were after Rose. Because of Isaiah. They _knew she was coming_! They were waiting for us!" Dimitri all but shouted.

"Knew you were coming?" Alberta said, confused. "But next to no-one knew the precise novice movements. There were only a handful…"

"Yes. But they _knew Rose was expected here_, and they knew to expect her _early. _TONIGHT!" Dimitri roared. "Our Guardian communications have obviously been compromised. She's not safe! They're hunting her, and someone inside St Vladarmir's must be helping them!"

Looking around her and considering for a moment, Alberta drew herself up. Pulling Dimitri, who was still holding me, to one side she said quietly "Dimitri. I need to ask you this, and I need you to be honest with me. I know you're a mentor to Rose, but for some time now I have felt there might be _more_ to your relationship. What's going on, and can I trust you to guard her?"

Alberta and Dimitri looked at one another, sizing each other up - both uncertain if they could trust the other. Finally Dimitri replied "You're right Alberta. We tried to keep it professional, we really did. But a few months ago Rose and I became lovers. We're in love and we want to be together. We were trying to keep it quiet until she graduated. I'm sorry I didn't tell you before, but it was imperative no-one knew".

Nodding at him, but looking at me, Alberta replied "I'd suspected as much. Rose? Is that right? Do you trust Dimitri?"

Looking into her concerned eyes, despite the fact I was shivering and couldn't stop weeping, I answered without hesitation. "He's my everything, Alberta. I love him and trust him absolutely".

A decision evident in her eyes she replied "Then Dimitri take her. Take her completely off grid. Drive somewhere and dump the car and keep going. Leave anything you don't need including your phones. Strigoi could be tracking either or both of you, so check everything you take including your clothing." Heading back into one of the tents she came back with a wad of cash. "I wish it were more, but I just didn't think I'd need too much on a trip like this". I could see she was worried for us.

"I'll take care of everything here," she continued "and I'll instigate an investigation at St Vladamir's. Don't make direct contact – you're right, it might not be safe. But please find a way to let me know you're OK when you can".

Walking back to Eddie and Chelsea, Alberta asked them to clear their wallets, too.

Looking at my good friend and fellow novice, I needed to explain what was happening. "Eddie? I have to hide. Strigoi are hunting me for killing Isaiah" I told him, tears rolling down my cheeks. "Please tell Lissa I'm OK and that I love her. KGuardian Belikov will keep me safe".

And then Dimitri and I were in the car. He was driving like a maniac back through the lonely roads.

"Dimitri?" I asked, apprehensively, looking up at his stressed face. "Where are we going to go?"

"I don't know" he replied. "I need to take you somewhere no-one would think to look for you. I need to keep you safe".

"I think I might have a place" I told him apprehensively.

"Where?" he asked.

"Well maybe I could call my Dad? He's a Moroi and Mum said he was very rich and well connected. I didn't even know about him until two days ago but I have his number – I don't think anyone would think to look for me there".

"Where is he?"

"I'm not sure" I answered. "Mum just said he worked in Turkey, Russia and the States. Maybe he could help us get offshore?"

"That could work" he replied. "If he could get us to Russia, I could hide you for years! What's his name?" he said, suddenly a lot more positive.

"Ibrahim. Ibrahim Mazur. But she said everyone calls him Abe?"

Swerving for a moment and saying something which sounded remarkably like a swear word in Russian, Dimitri looked at me incredulously "Your father is _ZMEY_?!"

"Zmey? What's Zmey?"

Looking at me with both his eyebrows raised, Dimtiri took a deep gulp and said "I think you should call your Dad".
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"You haven't answered my question, Dimitri. What does Zmey mean?"

Rubbing the stubble on his chin, concentrating on the road ahead, Dimitri took a deep breath and said "It's a Russian word. It means snake." Pausing for a minute as if to consider his words carefully, he continued "You need to understand, Roza, your Dad is very rich indeed. He deals with humans as well as Moroi. There's not a lot that goes on in Europe that he doesn't know about. He's very well connected – everyone knows who he is. And he has an angle on every deal".

"What sort of business?" I asked quietly.

"Anything he can make money from. He's accepted in the very highest and lowest circles of society. He has a personal army of Guardians and incalculable resources at his disposal. If anyone can make you disappear and protect you from Strigoi, then it's him".

Sitting quietly beside Dimitri I couldn't help but shiver. "Do you think he can be trusted?"

"Absolutely not" Dimitri immediately replied. "But I hope that being your father he will protect you"

Pulling into the carpark of a roadside tavern, Dimitri shut off the engine. "Go through your backpack and choose what you need to take. Travel as light as you can – we'll buy anything we need". In the end it wasn't much – some medications and some underwear. Dimitri was culling his own belongings. Picking up his phone he fiddled with it, pressing some keys.

"What are you doing?" I asked him.

"I'm emailing myself the photos of us at Bodie. They're precious to me, and I don't want to lose them" he said, checking the message had been sent before dropping his phone onto the gravel and crushing it under his foot. "Come on – let's go call your Dad".

Walking into the Tavern on unsteady legs, I headed straight to the Ladies room. Looking at myself in the mirror I was shocked. I looked pale and wan, eyes too large in my face. Lifting my shirt I looked at my damaged ribs. Eeeeep! The bruise had started to come up and it was going to be a beauty. Gently probing at my ribs I thought at least two were broken, probably more. Still I could breathe without it hurting too much, so there was a good chance they were cracks and not true fractures. Either way they'd need to be strapped.

Straightening my clothes as best as I could, I splashed water on my face and smoothed my hair. It was still in its braid, but much had come loose during the fight with the Strigoi.

Walking out I nearly bumped into Dimitri, who was waiting just outside. He looked tense and exhausted, but he still managed a smile "Hey gorgeous. Let's go call your Dad". Armed with a fistful of change, he steered me over to a pay phone in the hallway. The Tavern wasn't busy, so we'd be able to hear well enough.

Leaning down and kissing my forehead, he fed change into the phone as I dialled the long series of numbers. There was a long pause, and then some electronic noises, before an unfamiliar ring tone clicked in. Leaning against Dimitri he had his arms around me.

On the third ring the phone was answered. "Abe" said a tired sounding voice.

"Um Abe? Mr Mazur?" I stuttered. "I don't know where you are or what the time is there. I'm sorry if I woke you, but I'm in trouble and I need your help". I could feel tears pouring down my cheeks, and Dimitri stroking my hair. "It's Rose. Rose Hathaway".

There was a pause, and I thought he might be about to hang up on me, when he replied much more alert "Rose I'm so glad you called. What's happened and what do you need?"

In a flood of tears I told him about the Strigoi attack and that they were hunting me. It was jumbled, and I am not sure how much sense I was making. The more I tried to clarify, the more I'd cry and the more jumbled what I was saying became.

"Where are you, honey?" he asked kindly.

"Somewhere in Yosemite National Park" I replied.

"What's your closest airport?"

Moving the phone away from my mouth I asked Dimitri "What's the closest airport?"

"Mammoth Yosemite Airport about an hour South" he replied.

"Is there someone there with you?" Abe asked.

"Yes Dimitri. He's my mentor at school. We were on a school field trip" I explained.

"Ok honey. Put Dimitri on" he said in a soothing tone.

Looking at Dimitri I held out the phone to him. Raising an eyebrow, Dimitri took the handset. "Guardian Belikov" he said, stopping to then listen for several moments. Looking at me he spoke into the phone "She's injured and starting to go into shock. She's only had a few hours of sleep in the last day or two and she probably also needs to eat" Listening again, he added "We're dumping the car here and almost all of our belongings. I'll head for the airport now".

Hanging up the phone Dimitri pulled me close to him. "Shhh Roza, it's going to be OK. Your Dad's sending a plane full of Guardians to collect us".

Looking up at him I tried to smile, but all I could do was shiver and cry.

"Let's get you out of here" he said decisively, helping me walk out to the parking lot. Looking around there were a handful of vehicles. Approaching the first, an old red pickup truck, he tried the driver's door, finding it unlocked. Helping me around to the passenger door he opened it – carefully lifting me up onto the seat. I whimpered as my ribs flexed painfully.

Climbing into the driver's seat he pulled down the sun visor, and there were the keys. Muttering something in Russian, he started the truck and we drove off – leaving the Guardian car and most of our things behind within it.

Leaning close into him I was shivering.

"Shhhhhh baby girl" he soothed, looking at me with real concern. "We're not far away now. Your Dad has a house in Los Angeles. We'll be there in a few hours."

Fiddling with the knobs on the dashboard he cranked the heating in the cab, also turning on the radio. A Country and Western song was playing – something about love and loss. I was too tired to follow it, so I closed my eyes. It didn't seem much later when Dimitri was leaning over, gently waking me.

"Roza? We're at the airport and your Dad's plane has just landed. Can you walk?"

Trying to move my legs they'd all but turned to rubber. Shaking my head balefully I started to weep again.

"Shhhhhhh" he soothed. Putting our single backpack over his shoulder he reached in and picked me up effortlessly, carrying me across the tarmac and towards the waiting plane. As we approached I could see the familiar stance of twelve or so Guardians flanking the stairs. Without pausing Dimitri announced with authority "Belikov with Miss Hathaway" carrying me past them and onboard.

Inside was simple but elegant. Rows of comfortable leather seats flanked the aisle, a small galley at the front and what appeared to be a restroom at the rear. Setting me down beside the window in the first row, Dimitri gently buckled me in. Spotting a blanket on the seat of a chair he draped it over me, tucking it in at the sides.

The Guardians boarded the plane, taking seats a little further back. With a minimum of fuss, the door was soon closed, and we were taxiing down the runway preparing for take-off. Seating himself in the aisle seat beside me, Dimitri buckled up, turning off the overhead lights above us.

A Guardian came and sat on the other side of the aisle from Dimitri. Buckling himself in, he turned to speak "Dimitri. Long time no see" he said, in an accent that sounded a lot like Dimitri's.

"Indeed, Nikita. I didn't realise you worked for Mr Mazur"

"Yes. I'm head of his Los Angeles team" he said proudly. "Mr Mazur has made me _personally _responsible for Miss Hathaway until he arrives tomorrow evening".

I could feel Dimitri bristle beside me. "Excellent" he replied, seemingly unperturbed. "Please arrange a doctor to attend the house as soon as we arrive, a comfortable room with somewhere for her to bathe, and food in that order. We had to leave almost all our belongings behind, so she will need some clothing, toiletries and nightware. She's female size 10, shoes 7 and a half."

Turning to me he gently said "Rose? We'll be at your father's home in an hour and a half. Is there anything you need?"

Shaking my head, tears still rolling down my cheeks I replied "No. Just don't leave me. Not even for a moment. I want you to stay right next to me the whole time".

Tucking the blanket tighter around me, he leaned in to whisper "Always, Roza. Always".
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The next thing I knew we were touching down in Los Angeles. I was groggy and had the worst headache. I was also dehydrated.

"Can I have some water?" I asked, as we were taxiing towards the private terminal. Nikita jumped up immediately to get me a glass.

"No Rose" Dimitri said quietly. "I'd like to have you examined by the doctor first".

Nikita shot Dimitri a defiant look, placing a tall glass of water in front of me. Thanking him, I eyed it longingly before asking "Do we have far still to travel?".

"About 30 minutes, Rose" Nikita answered officiously, but not unkindly.

"That's Miss Hathaway, to you" Dimitri immediately rebuked.

Oh dear. There was obviously a history here I'd need to ask Dimitri about when we were alone. The plane rolled to a stop, another Guardian opening the door and setting down the steps.

Dimitri looked to Nikita enquiringly. "There's three vans. You will travel in the front van with four other Guardians, I will travel in the middle van with Miss Hathaway and three Guardians, the remainder will travel in the rear van. We'll proceed in convey to the house".

"Dimitri?!" I implored, distressed. At the same time he said "No WAY!"

I looked towards him, tears starting again. "I'm not going anywhere unless it's with you".

"You heard the lady" Dimitri barked at Nikita, unbuckling me and lifting me gently, walking across to the middle of three vans parked nearby on the tarmac. Placing me in the middle of three rows he strapped me in, sitting beside me. I was shivering again.

Sorting themselves amongst the three vans, Nikita climbed in behind Dimitri and I, and we were soon on our way again. Leaning my head against Dimitri's shoulder, I watched the blur of lights through the darkened windows. Behind me I heard a sudden intake of breath. Dimitri immediately tensed, turning to look at Nikita.

"She's marked, but not promised?" he asked Dimitri in surprise, referring to the molnija marks on the back of my neck.

"Yes. She killed two ancients Isaiah and Elena some months ago, and this evening Igor and a female Strigoi".

"That's impressive" Nikita admitted.

"She's going to make one hell of a Guardian" Dimitri said with pride.

Leaving the main roads, we were in an increasingly residential area. The houses were getting more and more palatial. Travelling along a beachfront avenue, I saw the first van turn into a driveway, immediately disappearing underneath an imposing home. Our van followed, as did the one behind us. Driving down into an underground carpark the vans parked amongst several other vehicles. We waited for the driveway roller door to close. When it did the Guardians exited the vehicles – Dimitri again scooping me up from my seat.

Standing at one end of the basement garage beside a lift and a set of stairs was an older Dhampir lady. Dimitri carried me over, setting me on my feet in front of her. Smiling kindly she introduced herself. "Hello Miss Hathaway – I'm Suzanne - Mr Mazur's housekeeper here in Santa Monica. I have your room prepared upstairs and some clean clothes for you. Dr Bojarovski is waiting for you in your room. I've poured you a bath and your dinner is ready whenever you'd like it"

"Thank you, Suzanne" I replied wearily. "Please call me Rose".

"Of course, Rose" she replied. "And can I say what an honour it is to have you here. Please let me know if there's anything I can do to make your visit more comfortable."

Smiling at her I gestured to Dimitri. "This is Guardian Belikov. He's my mentor at St Vladamir's. He will be accompanying me everywhere during my stay. Can you please make up a bed for him in my room." Suzanne looked at me in surprise. "We were ambushed by Strigoi earlier this evening, and I don't know anyone here. I'll feel much safer having Dimitri with me" I explained.

Nodding in understanding, Suzanne gestured us towards the lift - stepping in behind us and pressing the third floor button. Exiting upstairs she travelled across a large foyer, opening double doors into a sumptuous suite. There was an enormous bed with a veritable mountain of pillows facing out towards windows which looked across the now dark ocean, and a couple of comfortable looking couches in a seating area facing a fireplace and a large flat screen TV. On the other side of the room I could see an empty walk-in-robe, and an ensuite bathroom also with a window also overlooking the water. Standing in the sitting area was a middle aged female Moroi. Walking forward with her hand extended she introduced herself. "Good evening Miss Hathaway – I'm Dr Bojarovski. I understand you were injured in a Strigoi attack?"

Shivering despite the roaring fire in the fireplace I nodded.

"Guardian Belikov, perhaps we'll leave Rose to be examined" Suzanne prompted.

"No. He stays - thank you" I replied politely but firmly.

"As you wish. Kitchen is on the ground floor. Take the lift and it's to your right when you're ready" Suzanne explained, leaving the room shutting the heavy double doors behind her.

Peeling my filthy top off I showed them my ribs, the Dr gently palpating up and down my ribcage. Dimitri was asking her questions about the fractures and what ongoing care would be required. In the end she determined careful management for a month or so would be sufficient. Taking her to one side, Dimitri continued his questions. Finally she returned to me, shaking my hand and telling me to get in touch if my symptoms changed. Dimitri showed her out through the suite's double doors, locking them behind her.

Alone at last, he took me tenderly in his arms. "What do you need, Roza?"

Without hesitation I replied "I want a hot bath, some food and then sleep". Even though I was no longer crying, and had finally stopped shivering, I was cold and felt revolting.

Scooping me into his arms again, Dimitri carried me into the ensuite – setting me down beside the bath. True to her word, Suzanne had poured a bath in the oversized tub. Dipping my hand in it was perfect – warm and fragrant and so damned inviting. Shedding my pants I tried to reach around to unfasten my bra, but the pain in my ribs was making it difficult.

"Let me" Dimitri offered, coming around behind me and opening the clasp. Standing naked beside the tub, I realised I was too weak to climb in. "Hang on I'll help you in" Dimitri said, picking me up again.

Lowering me in to the bath, the warm water on my bruised and sensitive skin was soothing. Stretching out I floated for a moment - the bath was huge – it could easily fit three or four people. Looking at Dimitri seated on the step, I knew I wanted him with me. "Dimitri? Bathe with me? _Please_?"

He didn't hesitate – standing up and shedding his clothes, stepping into the bath behind me – gently pulling my back to his front.

Grabbing a wash cloth he started slowly washing me – starting with my sides, then my arms and front. On any other occasion it might be sensual, but today it was just gentle and loving. Unbraiding my hair, he moved to one side of me – telling me to stretch out in the tub and let the water soak through it. Pulling me back to him he poured some jasmine scented shampoo into my hair, massaging it through before rinsing it thoroughly.

Rolling over, my front to his, I rested on his chest – rubbing his shoulders and upper arms through the warm water.

"It's been such a huge day" I mumbled – thinking that it was less than 24 hours ago I'd crossed the ford at the reserve to find him waiting. "I'm so sorry you had to go through all this for me"

"You're my everything" he said, as though this explained it all - repeating the words I'd said to Alberta.

"So how do you know Nikita?" I asked, recalling the tension between the two earlier.

Gently rubbing a warm washcloth over my back, Dimitri sighed. "Nikita and I were in the same year but different houses at St Basil's. He was a good student but very competitive. And arrogant. At St Basil's, the graduating assessments are done on an elimination basis by house. Nikita was the top combatant in his house, as I was mine. You need to understand, it is a real honour to be a finalist in the last three fights. Many people come to watch, and there's betting on the result. He won his semi-final and I won mine – so we were the final participants in the combat assessment. He's never forgiven me for beating him".

"But that made him the second best in your year. That's still really good?" I said, not following.

"Yes. But his pride was wounded. Oh – and I think he lost a lot of money betting on himself" he added.

Lying against him in the warm water, my stomach gurgled loudly.

"That's the second time today I've been late to feed my lady" Dimitri teased. "Are you ready to eat?"

"Yes – but I think I'm too tired to move" I confessed.

Chuckling quietly Dimitri stepped out of the bath, drying himself on one of the soft towels hanging from the heated rail. Helping me out, he wrapped me in an enormous cotton heated robe then redressing himself in his Guardian uniform.

Sitting me down on a seat in the bathroom, he picked up a hairbrush from the washstand. "How do you want it?" he asked, slowly brushing out my wet hair.

"Can you put it up or braid it?"

"Sure can," he smiled, combing my hair into three sections before deftly French braiding my hair.

Seeing my surprise in the reflection of the mirror he said "Remember I have three sisters, Miss Hathaway! Now let's get some dinner". Leading me through the bedroom and unlocking the doors, I was surprised to see there were two Guardians stationed – one on each side of the entry to my room. Obviously Abe was taking my security very seriously.

Ignoring them, Dimitri held my arm, helping me to the elevator. Once inside he pressed 'G' and we were whisked down to the ground floor. The doors opened to a delicious smell. Heading towards the right, we passed through a large meals area where approximately fifteen Guardians were seated at wide wooden tables and benches eating. Walking past them self-consciously clad in the bath robe, Dimitri steered me through to the enormous kitchen where Suzanne was presiding.

"Rose, Guardian Belikov – I thought you might be more comfortable eating at the counter" she said, gesturing to a couple of places already set to one side of the kitchen. Nodding gratefully, with Dimitri's help I climbed up onto the stool, him sitting beside me.

"What would you like to eat, dear?" she asked kindly. "I have pumpkin soup with corn rolls, beef and vegetable stew, mashed potato, black bread and roast pork with vegetables. If none of that appeals, let me know what you fancy and I'll cook it for you".

"Um – that all sounds amazing" I assured her. "Can I have some soup and rolls to start with?"

"Of course dear" Suzanne replied. "Guardian Belikov? What would you like?"

"Dimitri, please. And soup and rolls sounds great, thank you Suzanne".

The food materialised in front of us and it was delicious. The soup was warm, but not so hot as to burn my hungry mouth. Quickly finishing off a bowl, I used a corn roll to mop up the last of the liquid. Dimitri had disposed of his just as quickly.

"More soup? Or maybe some stew?" Suzanne asked us.

"Stew on mash please" I replied.

"Make that two, thanks" added Dimitri.

The stew was just as good as the soup. Thick with large hunks of tender beef plus carrot, celery, tomato, zucchini, peas and herbs in a rich gravy, the mashed potato was the perfect accompaniment, fluffy and buttery.

Moaning with pleasure as I disposed of mouthful after mouthful, I turned to Suzanne "You're an amazing cook Suzanne! This tastes so good!"

"Oh thank you dear" she said, clearly pleased. "I'm glad you're enjoying it. It can be hard cooking to please so many" she replied, her hand motioning towards the large meals area next door.

"Try this bread, Roza" Dimitri said, passing me a heavily buttered slice from a dark coloured loaf, also taking one for himself. "It's called black bread. We make it back home"

Biting in to the bread it wasn't what I expected. Rye, there was also the taste of caraway seeds – the butter adding a delicious moistness. Beside me, Dimitri was sitting with his eyes closed, chewing happily. He looked completely blissed out. "Awww that's just like home" he mumbled with a grin.

Now I was full, all I could think about was sleep. Yawning and rubbing my eyes, I was about to suggest retiring when Nikita appeared beside us.

"I overheard the request to Suzanne earlier, but I'm afraid I can't allow you to sleep in Miss Hathaway's room" he announced brusquely, addressing Dimitri. "I've thought about it, and I am sure Mr Mazur would not be comfortable with it".

Looking at Dimitri and then Suzanne, I slowly stood up.

"Right – then I'll grab my clothes and we'll be going" I said. Dimitri nodded, also getting up.

Nikita looked alarmed. "Going? Going where?"

"I'm not sure. Maybe into the city?" I asked, again looking at Dimitri. He shrugged noncommittally.

Stressing now, Nikita looked back and forth between us. "Mr Mazur won't like that. He's arriving tomorrow evening - he's flying in especially".

"It will be a real pity for me to miss him. However I feel I've made my position clear. Guardian Belikov will not be leaving my side at any time. If that can't happen here, then it will have to happen somewhere else".

Suzanne was watching the exchange between Nikita and I with a small smile on her face.

"Guardian Makar" she said addressing Nikita. "While I appreciate your interest in the sleeping arrangements of the house, I'm afraid as housekeeper those responsibilities ultimately fall to me. Mr Mazur was very clear that Miss Hathaway's every wish was to be catered for during her stay. If she wishes to have her Guardian sleep in her suite, given all she has been through today, I see no reason why this can't take place".

Turning to Dimitri and I, clearly dismissing Nikita although he was still standing beside us listening, she added "I've had a bed made up for you in Miss Hathaway's suite, Guardian Belikov. If you've both eaten sufficient perhaps you'd like to retire?"

Shooting her a grateful look, I nodded – following Suzanne back to the lift and up to the third floor.

"Rose? There's a selection of casual clothing and sleepwear laid out for you in the walk in robe. It's not a lot, but it was the best I could do with an hour's notice" she apologised. "Dimitri? Your bed is over there" she pointed to the longer of the two sofas where a blanket and a pillow had been laid out. "There's some sleepwear for you, too. If you'd like to change and give me your uniform, I'll launder it for you overnight."

Picking up a shirt and some boxers, Dimitri walked to the ensuite – closing the door in order to get changed. I walked to the robe and chose a pair of pyjamas. Soft cotton knit pants in a soft plum colour and a matching white singlet top with plum coloured Japanese blossoms printed on it. Closing the door, I quickly changed, too.

Emerging at the same time as Dimitri, he handed Suzanne his uniform and the clothing I'd discarded prior to taking my bath earlier.

"Thank you so much for your kindness" he said. "It's appreciated"

"My pleasure" she replied with a smile. "I hope you both have a restful sleep. Guardian Makar has scheduled guards at your door, so you won't be disturbed. Please sleep as late as you like. You can come down to the kitchen when you're ready for breakfast, or call if you'd prefer breakfast delivered to your room" she continued, gesturing to a phone on one bedside table.

Looking at the bed I noticed the decorative pillows had been removed. The lamps on the side tables had been lit and both sides of the bed turned down to reveal snowy white crisp linen. A single chocolate sat on each pillow. It looked unbelievably inviting.

"Thank you Suzanne" I said, suddenly so weary I could barely stand. Walking into the ensuite to quickly brush my teeth, Dimitri showed her to the doors, closing and locking them behind her. Joining me in the bathroom he stood beside me at the marble and chrome washstand, brushing his teeth beside me. Rinsing my mouth, I returned to the bed. Gesturing him over, I climbed in to bed sitting up against the soft pillows. Standing beside the bed, his eyes looking tireder than I'd ever seen them, he asked me softly "Where would you like me to sleep, Roza?"

"Take your shirt off, and sleep next to me" I answered.

Wordlessly Dimitri switched off my bedside lamp and walked around to the other side of the bed. Taking his TShirt off, leaving him in chequered blue cotton boxers, he climbed in beside me. Rolling on to my uninjured left side I pulled him to me, resting my head against his chest. He draped an arm across my waist, avoiding my tender ribs and gently rubbing my back.

"What a day" I murmured, already half asleep. "Thank you for everything, Comrade. I love you"

"I love you too, Roza" he replied, kissing me softly. "Now sleep".
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I could feel the sunlight through my eyelids – I just wasn't ready to open my eyes yet! Stretching out in the bed I could feel Dimitri's heat beside me. Deciding he was worth opening my eyes for, I rolled towards him. He was still asleep – lying on his back, the covers kicked off. One hand was above his head, the other resting on his thigh. His long dark lashes were resting on his cheeks, his lips soft and relaxed but he was looking happy.

Watching his gorgeous chest rise and fall with his breathing, I leaned forward to plant a soft kiss on his lips. Smiling and lifting his arm up to cuddle me, he opened his eyes looking straight into mine.

"Good morning, beautiful" he whispered, leaning in to kiss me. "How are you feeling?"

"Not too bad" I replied, gently probing my ribs with my fingers. "Sore" I admitted. "How about you? Did you sleep well?"

"Very well. I think it was the company" he said tenderly.

Lying blissfully together we cuddled until I had to get up to use the toilet. Relieving myself, I walked back out into the suite, standing in front of the floor to ceiling windows looking out over the ocean. After using the bathroom himself, Dimitri came to stand behind me, wrapping his arms around me from behind.

"This is beautiful!" I exclaimed looking out to the watery horizon. "I've never been anywhere like this".

"Let's get you some pain killers, and then you can have your breakfast" Dimitri ordered sweetly. Walking back to the ensuite he picked up a packet of tablets the Dr had left for me the night before.

"Can you get my pill, too? It's in the side flap of the backpack. I take it in the mornings".

Dimitri came out with the tablets, wordlessly handing me a glass of water, two tablets and my contraceptive pill pack. Downing my pills, I turned to him asking "So do you want to brave the kitchen downstairs or shall we do breakfast up here?"

"Whatever you wish" he said woodenly, his eyes not meeting mine.

"Well if we're going to go downstairs I think you might need some clothes" I teased, indicating his barely clad state.

Without a word Dimitri walked to the doors, unbolting them. Opening one, he spoke quietly to one of the Guardians on duty outside the entrance who nodded and disappeared down a corridor across the hallway. "My uniform will be here shortly" Dimitri said stiffly.

A few moments later there was a knock at the door, and Nikita walked in, carrying Dimitri's laundered neatly folded uniform. I saw him take in Dimitri's God like body, and state of almost undress, his eyes quickly flicking to bed which was clearly rumpled on both sides, and then the neatly folded blanket and pillow on the couch. He put the clothes down on a table, excusing himself closing the suite's doors behind him.

Discrete, Belikov. Really discrete!

Taking his clothing to the ensuite, Dimitri closed the door to change. A few minutes later he emerged – his hair neatly tied back, and he'd also shaved. He looked delicious. And he still wouldn't look at me.

"Dimitri? What's wrong?" I asked apprehensively. "Did I do something?"

"Not at all. I'm just wondering how long you've been taking the pill" he answered, trying to be casual and failing abysmally. "We're both Dhampir, so I know it's not because of me. Is there someone else? A Moroi?"

Looking at his deeply hurt expression, my heart lurched.

"No! It's not like that. Honestly Comrade!" I blurted out. "All the novice girls go on the pill the two years before they graduate".

"What - just in case they _accidently have sex with a Moroi_?!" Dimitri hissed, clearly very upset.

"No! It's so we can control our bleeding!"

"Your _bleeding_?"

"Yes Guardian '_I have three sisters_'" I explained, trying to keep myself patient "With the contraceptive pill, there are 'sugar' pills in the pack each month. When you take those you bleed. If you skip those pills, instead taking the active pills, then you can delay your period. _All_ novice women go on the pill at the start of their junior year. Dr Olendzki organises it".

"Oh" said Dimitri, clearly hearing an explanation he hadn't been expecting.

"It's a lot more convenient. It means I can make sure I'm not having my period during field trips and things like that" I finished explaining.

"I see" said Dimitri looking sheepish. "I hadn't thought of that".

"Of course it would _also_ be handy if I _accidentally_ had sex with a Moroi" I teased, grabbing him around his hips and pulling him to me, leaning up to kiss him.

Kissing me back, he growled mulishly "That's not going to happen".

"No it won't" I soothed, kissing him again. "Comrade – there's only one man for me and it's you. Now help me strap these ribs and choose some clothes, and we'll head down for breakfast".

Fifteen minutes later we were walking through the meals area to the kitchen. It was deserted, but given it was quarter to eleven, that wasn't surprising. Suzanne was in the kitchen, chopping vegetables and stirring something on the industrial cooker. "Good morning Rose, Dimitri" she said pleasantly. "I've got cereal, pastries, fruit, yogurt and toast if you want something light, or I can do a cooked breakfast with eggs, bacon, hash browns, mushrooms, spinach, grilled tomatoes and toast if you're after something a bit more substantial?"

"A cooked breakfast sounds amazing if it's not too much bother?"

"No bother at all" she smiled. "Dimitri – would you like one, too"

"Yes please" he said, walking over to the coffee station in the corner and pouring himself a mug. Dimitri before his morning coffee could be a little unreasonable – the pill discussion being a case in point!

"Did you sleep well?" she continued.

"It was like sleeping on a cloud!" I assured her. "I'm not sure I'll be able to return to a dormitory mattress having slept in a bed like that! So what's the plan for the day?" I asked. "I understand my father's expected sometime this afternoon?"

"Yes that's right, Mr Mazur is expected around 3pm. He'd like to meet with you and Dimitri shortly after he arrives".

"OK" I said, suddenly nervous. "Suzanne? What's he like?"

Pausing to think, and flip the bacon sizzling in the frypan, she answered "He's a fair and generous employer. I've never had a moment's trouble with him. He's very clear about his wants although he does get cranky if he's hungry" she confided with a smile.

"Guess that's where you get it from" Dimitri joked. "So what would you like to do until then, Rose?"

"I'm not sure? Any suggestions?" I asked Suzanne.

"Well there's an indoor pool, sauna and spa you might like to use? I can have one of the Guardians go and buy you a swimsuit. Otherwise Mr Mazur has a fine library on the second floor, and there's a home cinema there, too. You could watch a movie there, or you might like to watch one in your room?"

"That sounds good" I said – conversation suddenly forgotten as she placed a steaming hot breakfast in front of each of us. Digging in, I managed to finish it all. "If I'm not training I'm going to have to cut down on my portions" I said regretfully.

"Maybe you can swim instead?" Dimitri suggested helpfully.

Wiping my mouth with my napkin I was keen to have a look around. "Um Suzanne? I might go check out the pool, cinema and library. Is there anywhere I shouldn't go?"

"The basement has the Guardian sleeping quarters, gym and carpark. As well as the kitchen and meals area, this floor has formal rooms at the front but it does have the pool wing at the back. The second floor has most of the living areas. As well as the library and cinema there's a games room and a bar. Third floor is guest bedrooms. You're the only person staying at present. The fourth floor is your Father's – it's locked when he is not in residence. You wander anywhere you like dear".

"Come on Comrade – let's look around" I said to Dimitri.

Wandering around the house was an eye opening experience. We started on the ground floor, checking out the formal spaces. They were beautifully decorated but intimidating in their scale and stylish opulence. Rather than the ornate Eastern décor I'd imagined Abe might favour, these rooms were all clean lines and soft linen textures. There was a formal sitting room, a billiards room, a dining room set for twenty as well as a meeting room of a similar size. To one side at the back was the pool wing. While it was under the roofline, huge windows could be opened up letting the breeze through on three sides. At the far end it was set as an 'infinity' edge – so you could sit in the pool and look out over the ocean. If we were going to be here for more than 24 hours, I was so getting a swimsuit and doing just that!

Heading up to the next floor it was as Suzanne had described. The home cinema seated twenty in ten double couches tiered in front of a large curtained screen. The games room had a range of pinball and electronic games machines. In the middle of the house at the back, directly under my room as well as I could figure, was the largest private library I had ever seen. The rear and side walls stocked with hundreds of tomes, comfortable couches and armchairs were placed facing out to the magnificent view. I could see Dimitri looking around in awe at the space as well as the range of the genres available.

Continuing to the third floor, we checked out the eight other guest bedrooms. As anticipated, mine was the largest and best positioned to enjoy the view. It was hard to fathom wealth at this extreme. I mean Lissa's family had been wealthy, but it was totally eclipsed by this. Thinking of Lissa I thought I might check in to see if she was awake. At midday human time she would normally be asleep – but with the Strigoi attack, the chances are the campus would be in an uproar and she might be awake.

Sitting down on the couch, Dimitri sat beside me. "Why don't you find a movie for us to watch? I'm just going to check whether Lissa is awake – see if I can find out any more about what happened at the camp site" I said, my voice strained.

"Are you sure that's a good idea?"

"I need to know. Wondering is worse".

Closing my eyes, I slipped into Lissa's head. Sure enough she was awake, and she was talking with Eddie.

"_So do they have any idea? Any at all?"_

"_If they do they're not telling me" Eddie answered. "No-one is saying anything. All the novices have been recalled and classes cancelled for the rest of the week. Mark's funeral is tomorrow and Guardian Boraj the day after"._

"_I still can't believe it happened. I just hope Rose is OK. I'm really worried about her"_

"_She'll be fine with Belikov. He'll take care of her"_

Having heard enough I slipped back out.

"Novice Mark and Guardian Boraj" I said, looking up at Dimitri.

Sitting beside me he pulled me into an embrace. "I'm sorry Roza" he said quietly. "They were both good men".

We were sitting together, Dimitri's arm around my shoulder, my head leaning on his chest, when there was a knock at the open bedroom door and Nikita walked in. If his eyes had bulged this morning, they nearly fell out of his head spotting us together now.

"Excuse me Miss Hathaway? Suzanne asked me to let you know lunch will be ready in fifteen minutes"

"Thank you Nikita. We'll be down momentarily".

Waiting until he'd left I turned to Dimitri taking a big breath. "I think we should tell my Dad we're lovers" Pausing to watch a speechless Dimitri, I continued. "Nikita is not a moron, he's figured it out. And he doesn't like you so that's a dangerous combination. Suzanne made _both_ sides of the bed up last night, so I'm pretty sure she has an inkling, and I didn't help matters freaking out yesterday and refusing to leave your side. He's going to find out – I think it's better coming from us first".

"Are you JOKING?" Dimitri spluttered. "You're seventeen! It's against the law in California! Your father could have me arrested OR WORSE!"

"It's only illegal for humans" I pointed out. "The age of consent is sixteen for Moroi and Dhampir".

"Still! I'm meant to be your _teacher_, Roza. All he has to do is tell St. Vladamir's and I'll never work as a Guardian again. You probably wouldn't graduate, and you'd never get to guard Lissa. You don't know him – he trades in secrets".

"You don't know him either. But I'm not sure we can hide this. And if he is going to know, we need to be the ones telling him. It's only going to be worse if he finds out from someone else".

"You're right" Dimitri conceded. "It makes me nervous, and I'm genuinely concerned he might not take it well". Standing up and holding his hand out to me he pulled me up from the couch "But I love you, Roza. And I could have lost you yesterday. Life's too short – it's time we let your family know about us".

In the kitchen we sat at the countertop, chatting with Suzanne as we ate our lunch. I was getting more and more apprehensive as the time went on. Suggesting a movie might calm me, after lunch Dimitri and I returned to my room to watch a mindless comedy on the flat screen. It was quite funny, but not enough of a diversion to distract me from what was about to happen. I kept listening for a car or household movements to suggest my father had arrived, but there was nothing. At 3.30 exactly, Nikita again appeared at my bedroom door.

"Miss Hathaway? Your father will see you now" he said with what appeared to be the smallest smirk. Suddenly I could understand Dimitri's dislike of him. Dimitri was too well controlled to do anything about it. I, however, was sorely tempted to smack the look off his face myself.

"Come on Comrade" I said, standing up nervously. "It's showtime!"


	15. Ch 14 - The Cat with the Cream

Following Nikita to the lift, Dimitri a few steps behind, I was honestly petrified. At the time, calling my father had seemed a logical solution to the problem of hiding me from Strigoi. If you asked me now, I might have chosen to risk the Strigoi instead!

Looking at Dimitri in the lift, he had his impassive Guardian face on, giving nothing away. I knew he was anxious, but there was no outward hint of it. In his pressed uniform, bright polished combat boots and hair neatly tied back he looked the picture of a professional Guardian. He also looked _sexy as hell_! I'm so glad he was here with me. Meeting my father was daunting, but with Dimitri there it would be OK.

Stepping out at the fourth floor, Nikita led us across to a double set of doors. Knocking and opening one door he announced us. "Miss Hathaway and Guardian Belikov".

Walking in to a surprisingly small sitting room, I saw a dark haired dark eyed man stand from a couch, nervously brushing his hands on his pants. He held one out to me, holding it lightly looking at me in wonder "Rose".

"Yes" I said, regarding him too. At around 5 foot 11 he was tall, but not for a Moroi. With a golden hue to his skin, and glossy dark hair, it was clear where my looks had come from. He was dressed in a white linen long sleeved shirt and a pair of tan trousers with brown slip on loafers. From the limited information Mum had given me, I knew him to be around forty years old.

Suddenly remembering my manners, I motioned to Dimitri who was standing at ease (and looking anything but) to our left. "This is Guardian Dimitri Belikov".

Turning to Dimitri with a smile, Abe dropped my hand to shake his. "Guardian Belikov – I believe Janine and I owe you a huge debt. Please accept my heartfelt thanks" Dimitri was saved the necessity of replying by the arrival of Suzanne.

"Welcome home Mr Mazur. You must be tired after your travels. I have coffee and some of those pecan danishes you like" she said, carrying in a tray with a coffee pot, some plates, a tray with pastries and some small coffee cups.

Remembering Suzanne's earlier comment about Abe being cranky when he was hungry, I was grateful for her thoughtfulness, shooting her a smile. Returning my smile with an encouraging look, she left the room – pointedly closing the door behind her.

"Ahh Turkish coffee! Have you tried it, Rose?" Abe asked.

"No – I've heard it's very strong?"

"Yes. It's an acquired taste, I suppose. Would you like to try a cup?"

While I didn't usually drink coffee, I thought it would be nice to make an effort.

"Sure."

"And you Guardian Belikov?"

"Dimitri. Yes – thank you".

Sitting to pour the coffee Abe looked up. "Please sit down, sit down" he said. Sitting at the other end of the couch from Abe, I saw Dimitri awkwardly lower himself to an adjacent sofa. He looked all legs and uniform. I could tell he was uncomfortable as hell.

Handing him a coffee, Abe commented "So Dimitri, you're Rose's teacher at St. Vladamir's?".

"More of a mentor, Mr Mazur. She was behind in her studies after leaving school with Princess Dragomir. She had extra academic classes with her teachers in order to catch up when she returned, and I was asked to train her in combat skills".

"Ahh I see. So you must spend a lot of time together" he said, eyeing Dimitri speculatively.

Oh he _SO_ knows, I realised.

"Yes we train twice a day" Dimitri replied uncomfortably, obviously having reached the same conclusion I had.

Taking a gulp of Turkish coffee I started coughing madly.

"Oh my God that's strong!" I gasped.

Abe laughed standing to get me a glass of water.

"Oh Roza!" Dimitri laughed, exasperated. "He told you it was strong!"

Sipping, my eyes watering, I grumbled petulantly "Yeah yeah Comrade". Closing my eyes, then opening them resolutely, I continued. "While Dimitri was originally my mentor, things have moved on since then. We're together, now. The school wouldn't approve, so we're keeping it private until I graduate and turn eighteen".

"I see" said Abe, lifting one eyebrow. He looked surprised – not by the news, but rather that I'd confided in him. "Well it makes sense to keep that under wraps until you graduate" he acknowledged. "Is that why the two of you were deep in the woods alone together?" he enquired with an amused look on his face, putting two and two together faster than I'd anticipated.

"Not exactly. It was a field exercise. All the senior novices do it as part of our graduating assessments. We're allocated in small groups or one-on-one with a Guardian in mock survival situations. This year there were four scenarios and we were rotating between them. Before I was allocated to Dimitri, I was in a group with two other novices and three Guardians, one being Mum, up in Canada. That's when she told me about you and said you wanted to meet. Then I was moved to Nevada for a one-on-one with another Guardian Stan Alto. I had to transport him 45 or so miles across the desert, but he's an arsehole so I hitched us a ride – arriving at camp a day earlier than expected. Dimitri and I were meant to be camping in the Yosemite State Forest living off the land for four days, but we were ambushed when we checked in to camp. There were five Strigoi waiting for us" I said, my voice quivering "They'd killed a Guardian and a novice while they were waiting for us".

Seeing me getting upset, Dimitri reached across to hold my hand, rubbing it gently and stepping in to continue telling Abe what had happened. "The leader, an ancient called Igor, told us the group had been sent to kill Rose in retribution for her killing the Strigoi Isaiah a few months back. The most concerning thing is that they knew where Rose was, and that she was checking in to camp twenty-four hours early. The only way they could know that was if our Guardian communications had been compromised at the highest levels. Had Guardian Petrov and her assigned novices not arrived back at camp a few minutes after we arrived, we might not have made it out alive. Isaiah had been working in concert with humans, too. So we're not entirely sure what we're up against and how great the threat to Rose is".

"Alberta Petrov's head Guardian at St Vladamir's" I explained. "She'd suspected there was more than friendship between Dimitri and I. When we told her we're in love, she asked Dimitri to take me away and keep me safe somewhere unexpected until they figured out how the Strigoi were getting their information and how extreme the threat was".

Sitting beside me his eyes bright, tenting his fingers while he listened, Abe's face didn't give much away. "So what's the plan, now?"

"I'm not really sure" I confessed. "We'd thought maybe Russia? Dimitri is from there so it would be easier for him to hide me".

"Well that does make sense" Abe conceded "but what about staying here? The house is plenty large enough for you to stay. I've bolstered security, so there's over forty guardians here to protect you even if anyone did discover you were here. I can make my own enquiries about what the Strigoi have planned, and it would give us time to get to know each other".

Looking at Dimitri I shrugged questioningly at him. He said nothing, shrugging in reply. Seeing my gesture, Abe added "You too of course, Dimitri. It could be like a holiday for you both. I expect you wouldn't have had a lot of alone time together at the school. Here you wouldn't be student and mentor – just a young lady and her boyfriend staying at her Father's house".

And that sealed the deal. Safety, luxury and Dimitri was too good an opportunity to pass up. And I was interested in knowing more about Abe, too. "That sounds really good, at least for a little while. Thank you".

"Great!" Abe said, with a big smile. He looked like a cat who had eaten the cream, and I realised this had been his objective from the start. "I have spoken with Janine, and she is understandably extremely worried. I didn't tell her you've been in touch or that you're here, but I'm sending my plane for her tomorrow so we can discuss the Strigoi situation. If you're happy for her to know you're under my protection and staying here, perhaps the four of us could have a family lunch?"

Looking at Dimitri I could see a peculiar expression cross his face.

"Um that would be nice, thanks" I said. "But Mum doesn't know about Dimitri and I, yet".

"Well" said Abe, lifting a pastry to his mouth "that will be a fun conversation, then!" Chewing his danish he added "I love it when I have one up on Janine!"


End file.
